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ABSTRACT
College Students’ Perceptions of Sense of Community,
Satisfaction, and Cognitive Learning in Online Classes
by
Laura Lynn Higgs Kappel

The purpose of this non-experimental, comparative quantitative study was to determine if there
were significant differences between the perceptions of undergraduate and graduate students
about the importance and presence of sense of community in online classes at two southern
public universities using survey data. The study also aimed to determine if there were significant
relationships between students’ perceptions of the presence of sense of community and students’
satisfaction with the course and between students’ perception of the presence of sense of
community and students’ perceptions of increases in cognitive learning. The study also
addressed factors of undergraduate classification, gender, and format of the class as synchronous,
asynchronous, or a combination of synchronous and asynchronous elements. The survey also
provided data on how to best create a sense of community in online classes.

The findings provide evidence that graduate students had significantly higher scores on the
perceptions of the importance and presence of sense of community than undergraduate students.
No significant differences were noted based on undergraduate classification, gender, or format of
the class. Significant positive relationships were found between the presence of sense of
community and students’ satisfaction with the course and between the presence of sense of
community and students’ perceptions of increases in cognitive learning. A rank ordering of class
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activities and practices provided insights on the most effective ways to create a sense of
community online. The top five responses were feedback from the instructor, introductions of
classmates, synchronous video meetings in large groups of five or more students, instructors’
announcements, and email communication with the instructor.

Students’ open-ended responses showed that some students preferred to be independent learners;
some found a sense of community in online classes; and some felt isolated but did not find a
sense of community. Other comments showed the value of cohorts, social media chat groups,
and connections with another student. Students reported mixed reviews about discussion boards,
synchronous video meetings, and group work. Students also reported on the critical role of the
instructor in creating a sense of community.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
Sense of community in online classes at colleges and universities is an important concept
as well as a significant factor in students’ experiences in online learning (Drouin, 2008; Garrison
et al., 2000; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Rovai, 2002a; Xiaojing et al., 2007). Sense of community is a
feeling of belonging to a group and being accepted, a feeling that one matters to other group
members, and a belief that the group shares values and is working toward a common goal and
can trust each other to be open and supportive. Some other common characteristics of a sense of
community are interdependence, connection, safety, acceptance, and interaction (Rovai, 2002a).
This feeling is often created in classes that meet in person, but the format of online delivery
creates challenges that may make the development of a sense of community difficult, including
isolation, loneliness, physical separation, lack of visual and social cues, and reduced
opportunities for synchronous interaction. However, it is possible for instructors and students to
develop a sense of community in online classes (Drouin, 2008, Garrison et al., 2000; Rovai,
2002a; Yuan & Kim, 2014).
A sense of community is often associated with higher levels of student satisfaction,
motivation, and persistence; more learning and cognitive development; better student outcomes;
and an increased likelihood that students will complete the course and stay in school, thus
leading to higher retention rates (Yuan & Kim, 2014). Sense of community also often
counteracts feelings of isolation and loneliness and thus serves as an avenue to improved mental
health of students and teachers. The enjoyment and interest that students have in an online class
are often significantly increased when there are higher levels of interaction and a sense of
community (Drouin, 2008; Rovai, 2002b).
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A review of literature about sense of community in online classes shows how studies
have emphasized the importance of interaction and feelings of connectedness. These studies
propose that many different factors can go into creating a sense of community, including the
teacher’s design, facilitation, and presence in the course; the types of course assignments and
activities that promote communication, collaboration, interaction, and opportunities for students
to get to know their classmates; and program structure using cohorts to create a learning
community. Educational theories including social constructivism support the idea that learning
and cognitive development are enhanced through social contact and co-creation of meaning and
knowledge with peers and the instructor (Picciano, 2017; Vygotsky, 1978). Theories about
belonging and mattering to others highlight the importance of these feelings for college students
so that they are involved, engaged, and successful in their academic studies (Dixon Rayle &
Chung, 2007–2008; Schlossberg, 1989). When the opposite feeling of isolation characterizes an
online student’s class experience, the result is often higher levels of dissatisfaction with the
course, lower levels of learning, less motivation, and a greater likelihood that the student will
drop out. Understanding the mental and emotional experiences of students in online classes can
help educators and administrators improve the quality of the online class experience.
My review of the literature will also show that some online students do not value sense of
community and actually prefer independent learning with little interaction. Instructors’ views
about sense of community also vary, with some putting little stock in it at all. Some online
courses are designed to be self-paced and some are so large that trying to interact with others or
create a learning community would be difficult if not impossible. Thus, the value of sense of
community is dependent on many factors, including the type and size of the course and the
preferred involvement level of the students and teachers.
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Finally, this topic is timely for educational research because online education is
becoming more prevalent, with increases in the number of online courses and programs as well
as more hybrid classes that combine online and in-person learning. This trend has been taking
place for many years, especially as many graduate programs have converted to fully-online
formats which can reach a wider audience of potential students. According to the National
Center for Education Statistics, in 2019, 37.2% of all postsecondary students had taken at least
one online class, and 17.6% of students were in programs that were exclusively online (Fast
Facts, 2021). The prevalence of online courses is further illustrated by the conversion of inperson courses to remote delivery via online formats during the Spring 2020 semester due to the
COVID-19 outbreak and national shutdown. The number of students taking online classes
increased dramatically during the pandemic, and many courses that shifted online have
maintained that format, or at least some elements of it. In fact, the percentage of students who
took at least one online course in 2019-2020 was 51.8% (Smalley, 2021). Many students and
teachers struggled during the shift to remote classes and had trouble adjusting to online learning,
and many students dropped out. Perhaps better course design and delivery with an emphasis on
creating a sense of community could address some of these issues. With such a significant
increase in the number of students taking online classes, it is important to consider factors that
may impact the students’ online experience. Research into this concept of sense of community
promises to yield a better understanding of how to maximize the potential of online classes to
create a high-quality educational experience.
Statement of the Problem
The main problem that my study addresses is that students in online classes often feel
isolated, and this sense of isolation can lead to less satisfaction with the course, lower levels of
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learning, and a greater likelihood that students will drop out, thus causing lower retention and
graduation rates. The feeling of isolation may be particularly prevalent in asynchronous classes
where students seldom interact with the teacher or classmates in real time.
Surveys of students also show that many of them are dissatisfied with their online classes,
especially when on-site classes shifted to remote learning during the spring 2020 semester due to
the COVID-19 pandemic. Anxious students found online learning less appealing and were more
worried about their own academic performance when they shifted to online classes (Lederman,
2020a). Lederman (2020b) found a significant drop in satisfaction rates from 51% to 19% as a
result of the transition to online learning due to the pandemic, with the main reason being the
lack of interaction and group activities with other students. Instructors also responded that they
had issues with student engagement.
Ezarik (2021) found that one-half of the students preferred in-person classes and almost
one-third responded that they would not ever want to take another class conducted using Zoom.
However, 9% of respondents preferred the online format and did not want to return to in-person
classes. Thus, even though some students were satisfied with the online format, the majority
were not, so educators and higher education administrators need to examine the cause of this
dissatisfaction and find ways to address it. A better understanding of isolation and sense of
community can shed some light on this topic.
Furthermore, retention rates in online classes are lower compared to traditional in-person
classes (Bawa, 2016). At the same time, the number of online courses being offered at higher
education institutions nationwide is increasing. In fact, “enrollment in online programs has
continued to increase while overall higher ed enrollments have declined each of the past dozen
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years” (Schroeder, 2021, para 10). Thus, a need exists to improve the quality of online education
and to better understand the students’ experiences in these classes.
I examined the concept of sense of community and explored first of all whether students
want it and believe it is important, whether they feel the presence of a sense of community in
their online classes, and whether there is a significant relationship between sense of community
and students’ satisfaction with the course and between sense of community and perceived
cognitive learning, that is, whether students enjoy the classes and feel like they are growing
intellectually. I also hoped to gain more insight about students’ perceptions of how sense of
community is created in online classes.
The research will also provide a comparison of the experiences of undergraduate and
graduate students to determine if there are statistically significant differences in their perceptions
of sense of community in order to better inform instructors and course designers about the
expectations and experiences of these different groups of students. A better understanding of the
role of sense of community in online classes could lead instructors and course designers to alter
their organization and facilitation of the course to improve the quality of online learning and to
better address both the affective and academic needs of their students. The research will be
conducted at two southern public universities.
The purpose of this non-experimental, comparative quantitative study is to determine if
there are significant differences between the perceptions of undergraduate and graduate students
about the importance and presence of sense of community in online classes at two southern
public universities. I also examined whether there is a significant relationship between sense of
community and students’ satisfaction and between sense of community and students’ perceptions
of increases in cognitive learning in the course. The problem this study addresses is that isolation
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in online classes may lead to less satisfaction, less learning, and lower retention and graduation
rates.
Research Questions
My research addressed the following research questions:
Research Question 1: Is there a significant difference in the Importance of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the Sense of Community Survey between undergraduate and
graduate students taking online classes?
Research Question 2: Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence
of Sense of Community dimension scores on the survey between undergraduate and graduate
students taking online classes?
Research Question 3: Are there any significant differences in the Perceptions of the
Presence of Sense of Community dimension scores on the survey among freshmen, sophomores,
juniors, seniors, and graduate students taking online classes?
Research Question 4: Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence
of Sense of Community dimension scores between male and female students at both the
undergraduate and graduate levels?
Research Question 5: Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence
of Sense of Community dimension scores on the survey between students taking asynchronous
online classes, students taking synchronous online classes, and students taking online classes
with a combination of synchronous and asynchronous elements?
Research Question 6: Is there a significant correlation between the scores of the
Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community dimension and scores of the Satisfaction
with the Course dimension on the survey for both undergraduate and graduate online students?
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Research Question 7: Is there a significant correlation between the scores of the
Perceptions of the Presence of the Sense of Community dimension and the scores of the
Perceptions of Increases in Cognitive Learning dimension for both undergraduate and graduate
online students?
Research Question 8: What are students’ perceptions of how sense of community is
created in online classes?
Significance of the Study
This study has several different layers of significance. The first is that a better
understanding of sense of community in online classes may improve the quality of education and
create a better classroom experience for both students and teachers. This study has the potential
to improve educational best practices and methodologies to create the most effective teaching
and learning strategies. This research will likely help to determine if sense of community is
important and whether it does indeed lead to greater satisfaction and learning in the classroom,
and if that is the case, then educators and course designers will have more insight about how to
create, structure, and facilitate online classes. Furthermore, the research potentially sheds light on
the distinctions between the experiences of undergraduate and graduate students, thus helping
educators to know if and how they should design courses differently based on the level of
students they are teaching.
The results of this study may also be significant at the higher education institutional
level. Online education is the future direction of higher education with more and more online
courses and programs being offered and with many of them fully online. Moving forward, there
will be an even greater reliance on technology, so it is important that educators get online
teaching right (Lederman, 2020a). Online education is predicted to grow in both undergraduate
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and graduate programs, and it is possible with effective course design, facilitation, and activities
to create “a robust, engaging, highly interactive online instruction” (Mintz, 2020, para. 2).
Additionally, current trends in higher education are to provide support for students to
meet not just their academic needs but to support their emotional and mental health as well, and
this topic of sense of community addresses those affective concerns, especially feelings of
isolation and loneliness. These feelings have become especially concerning during the COVID19 pandemic, and leaders in higher education need to address some of the ripple effects of the
pandemic on students which include social disengagement and poorer mental health, both of
which can negatively affect student retention (Weissman, 2022). Some suggestions from an
education consulting firm include “collecting data to assess mental health initiatives and
expanding opportunities for students to socialize with each other online” (para. 5). Thus,
interaction in online classes which can create a sense of community can address some mental
health concerns.
College and university administrators may also find this study significant because it may
provide information that would affect their decisions about the number of online courses to offer
and class sizes. If creating a sense of community is an important factor in providing a highquality online education, then administrators should carefully evaluate their online programs and
not make online classes so large that it would be hard to create that sense of community.
Additionally, administrators who are concerned about student retention and graduation rates may
find it significant to know if online students are more likely to complete online courses and
programs if their satisfaction level with online courses is higher due to a stronger sense of
community. This feeling of connection with others may enhance student involvement and
engagement at the classroom level. According to the student involvement theory by Astin
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(1999), student development in college and the amount of learning in an educational program are
directly related to both the quantity and quality of the student’s involvement, which is defined as
“the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic
experience” (p. 518). Astin also proposed that the more students are involved in their educational
experience, the more likely they are to stay in school. Thus, creating a sense of community in
online classes may indirectly improve retention rates.
Retention rates may be particularly important to college and university administrators in
light of predicted drops in enrollment numbers in the near future, with an expected 15% decrease
in the number of freshmen starting in 2025, often referred to as the “demographic cliff.” This
drop is attributed to a decline in the birth rate that began during the 2008 recession (Schroeder,
2021). In addition, a second demographic cliff is now predicted for 2037 due to a drop in the
birth rate in 2020 (Schroeder, 2021). Drops in enrollment can also be attributed to the COVID19 pandemic. According to a report by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center
(2021), between Fall 2019 and Fall 2021, undergraduate enrollment dropped a total of 7.8%.
With concern about these shifts in enrollment numbers and retention rates, college and
university administrators need to first retain the students that do enroll and throw a wider net to
attract nontraditional students. Many of these students are working, have familial commitments,
or are in different geographic areas that would make it impossible to attend classes in person and
therefore may be interested in online classes. Administrators must make these classes attractive,
and a better understanding of how sense of community can improve the affective elements of
online classes may help guide administrators in providing the training and resources to
instructors so that they may improve the quality of online classes and retain more students.
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Finally, this study is significant on a societal level. During the Spring 2020 semester and
the outbreak of COVID-19, the entire nation transitioned to online learning at all levels, prekindergarten through college, and the importance of effective online teaching environments and
methods became paramount. Many students and teachers felt like their online learning
experiences were miserable, and concern grew nationwide for how to prevent students from
falling behind. Getting students back into the classroom has been a major priority. At the college
level, many students dropped out and expressed their dissatisfaction with online learning. As a
larger society, we are challenged with finding ways to maintain high quality educational
experiences in a virtual format for unpredictable national emergencies like the COVID-19
pandemic public health crisis. We want to be a nation that is strong in the two major areas of
societal well-being: public health and education. The isolation that many people felt as a result of
the pandemic and the subsequent health issues of depression, stress, and anxiety are just a
glimmer of the isolation that some students experience when they sign up for an online class and
feel like they rarely, if ever, connect with another human being online. Finding ways to address
this type of isolation through the development of a sense of community and greater interaction
with others in online classes is significant. As online education expands both nationally and
globally, it is important on a societal level to ensure that this education is of high quality. Thus,
this study has layers of significance that span from the individual classroom to the institution to
higher education and then to the overall society.
Definitions of Terms
This study uses the following terms, which are defined as follows:
Asynchronous Learning: Educational instruction and learning that does not take place
at the same time or place. In the context of asynchronous online classes, teachers use online
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learning management systems to present course content and assignments which students can
access individually and complete at any time they choose. Instruction is not provided in person
or in real time (“The Glossary,” 2014).
Cognitive Learning: Intellectual growth and “the feeling that knowledge and meaning
are actively constructed within the community, that the community enhances the acquisition of
knowledge and understanding, and that the learning needs of its members are being satisfied”
(Rovai, 2002b, p. 322).
Cohort: A group of students who receive their education as a group during the same
period of time. Cohorts often begin a program of study together, take the same classes, and
complete the program at the same time (“The Glossary,” 2014).
COVID-19: A respiratory disease discovered in 2019 that is caused by the coronavirus
which is highly contagious and which spreads through respiratory droplets (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2021).
Digital Platform: “A building block that provides an essential function to a
technological system and serves as a foundation upon which complementary products,
technologies, or services can be developed” (Spagnoletti et al., 2015, p. 364). In the context of
online classes, digital platforms include learning management systems such as Blackboard,
Canvas, or Desire to Learn (D2L).
Hybrid or Blended Learning: Educational instruction and learning that uses a
combination of both online and in-person or face-to-face formats. In the context of online
classes, teachers might hold some in-person classes but require students to complete assignments
or participate in discussion boards online (“The Glossary,” 2014).

24

Learning Management System (LMS): A digital platform that is used in education to
manage courses or virtual learning environments using the Internet. This platform typically
includes tools for delivery of instructional content, opportunities for communication between
students and the teacher, assessment and grading, and records of student activity and
participation (Rhode et al., 2017). Some common current learning management systems include
Blackboard, Canvas, and D2L.
Online Classes: Classes that are conducted over the Internet, and the instructors of those
classes use a learning management system that allows students to access content, communicate
with the instructor and classmates, submit assignments, and received feedback and grades.
Online classes do not require face-to-face meetings or on-campus activity and can be conducted
from any geographic location with Internet connection (Sener, 2015).
Sense of Community: A feeling of belonging to a group and being accepted, a feeling
that one matters to other group members, and a belief that the group shares values and is working
toward a common goal and can trust each other to be open and supportive (Rovai, 2002a). For
the purposes of this study, sense of community is measured by the Sense of Community Survey.
Synchronous Learning: Educational instruction and learning that takes place at the
same time but not necessarily in the same place. In the context of synchronous online classes,
teachers use digital tools such as videos or live chats through which instruction and discussion
occur in real time (“The Glossary,” 2014).
Zoom: A cloud-based videoconferencing program that allows users to meet online in real
time via video and group messaging and that allows for recording of sessions. Communication
takes place via the Internet. The program does not require that users be in the same geographic
area (Archibald et al., 2019).
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Delimitations and Limitations
For this study, participants were delimited to current university students or recent
graduates (within six months) who have completed at least one online class during their time in
college or who were enrolled in an online class in the Spring 2022 or Summer 2022 semester and
who responded to a survey sent via email. The study was also delimited to two public, four-year
institutions and included participation from both undergraduate and graduate students.
The focus of the study was delimited to an examination of undergraduate and graduate
students’ perceptions about the importance of sense of community, their perceptions of the
presence of sense of community in their classes, their satisfaction with the courses, their
perceptions of increases in their own cognitive learning, and their views on how a sense of
community is created. The measurement of sense of community was delimited to an instrument
using a Likert scale uniquely created for this study. This scale is a limitation because it may not
have been comprehensive enough to reflect all the possible perspectives that respondents may
have had.
A limitation of the study is the assumption that participants were a representative sample
of college students and completed the survey only once, offering honest, non-random responses
and that the sample size was sufficient to be representative of the population and to reveal
significant differences in the findings. A related limitation is that respondents volunteered to
participate in the survey and thus the sample was self-selected. Furthermore, when comparing
genders, the study was limited to students who identified as either male or female.
Another limitation is the assumption that sense of community can be defined and
measured and that the instrument created to measure the importance and presence of sense of
community, course satisfaction, and perception of increases in cognitive learning was valid and
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reliable. This study was further limited by the assumption that a quantitative methodology was a
valid approach to understanding college students’ common feelings and perceptions about sense
of community in their online classes.
This research is also limited by the assumption that the theoretical framework is sound.
The primary theories upon which the value of a sense of community are founded include social
constructivist theory and theories about learning communities, communities of inquiry, and
communities of practice which all propose that learning and knowledge attainment are enhanced
by social interactions. Related theories include those which explain the value of a feeling of
belonging and mattering to others and the relationship between these feelings and the retention of
students in college.
Another limitation is the assumption that the data are normally distributed and that the
statistical tests have sufficient power to detect significant differences and correlations if they
existed in the data. Finally, the generalizability of the results of this study to college students at
other institutions is limited by how well the sample represented the population.
Overview of the Study
Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the topic of sense of community in online classes
and explains the relevance of this topic in current educational research. This chapter also
includes a statement of the problem, research questions, significance of the study, definitions of
terms, delimitations and limitations, and an overview of organization of the dissertation. Chapter
2 presents the literature review which includes an extended definition of sense of community and
a discussion of the following topics: the benefits of sense of community, the theoretical
framework, problems in online learning, ways to create a sense of community, and alternative
perspectives. Chapter 3 describes the method and type of research, including an explanation of
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the research questions and null hypotheses, the instrumentation, population and sample, and
methods for data collection and analysis. Chapter 4 presents the survey results and a presentation
of the data and the research findings. Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the findings, summary,
conclusions, and recommendations for implementation and further research.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review
The literature review which follows illustrates that sense of community in online classes
has been a topic for researchers for over two decades, and as the number of online courses and
programs increases, so does the need to address the quality of online teaching and the students’
and teachers’ experiences in classes in this type of format (e.g., Drouin, 2008; Garrison et al.,
2000; Moore, 2014; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Rovai, 2002b; Swan, 2002). Sense of community, or
the opposite feeling of isolation, is one element of the online class experience. The literature
review presents different definitions of a sense of community; theoretical models of both
learning and the importance of community; the benefits of a sense of community; problems in
online learning; and an exploration of how sense of community is created through social
presence, interaction, the instructor, connectedness, collaboration, cohorts, and immersive online
learning environments. Finally, alternative perspectives of sense of community will show that
not all students or instructors agree with its value and relevance in their online classes. Research
findings of both undergraduate and graduate programs in many different types of higher
education institutions demonstrate the prevalence of studies on the topic of sense of community
in online classes.
Definition of a Sense of Community
Sense of community is a complex concept for which many different definitions have been
offered. One commonly-referred to definition of sense of community in general was provided by
McMillan and Chavis (1986): “Sense of community is a feeling that members have of belonging,
a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members'
needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (p. 9). Four elements comprise this
definition. Membership provides that feeling of belonging and being able to relate to other
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members on a personal level. Influence relates to mattering to the group and feeling like one
makes a difference to others. Reinforcement, the third element, refers to a need fulfillment that
comes as a result of resources provided by the group. The fourth element is emotional connection
which comes from a belief that group members share a common history, places, time, and
experiences.
Expanding on these ideas, influence works in two directions. Individual group members
want to feel like they have influence on the group and matter to the group while the group at the
same time exerts pressure on the individual to conform. Reinforcement, or need fulfillment,
means that group membership provides some rewards or benefits, such as status or a shared
value system. An emotional connection comes from a shared history that members can identify
with (and do not necessarily need to have participated in) and interaction. The greater the
frequency of this interaction and the more positive the encounters, the stronger the connection.
The sense of community that is formed from the four elements of membership, influence,
reinforcement, and emotional connection are common and can be found in many human groups
such as neighborhoods, sports teams, gangs, and schools. Group membership also includes
boundaries that distinguish people who do and do not belong. Because of these boundaries,
group members feel emotionally safe and are willing to share feelings and be vulnerable. Group
members feel, believe, and expect that they fit in and are accepted by the others and are
personally invested in their group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).
These ideas about sense of community in general have been applied to an educational
environment more specifically. Rovai (2002a) described a classroom community as a place
where group members feel they belong and believe they can trust each other:
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They will believe that they matter to one another and to the group; that they have duties
and obligations to each other and to the school; and that they possess a shared faith that
members’ educational needs will be met through their commitment to shared goals. (p. 4)
Four dimensions of a classroom community are spirit, trust, interaction, and common
expectations and learning goals. Spirit involves feelings of friendship and bonding. Trust is about
credibility (being able to rely on others) and benevolence (being interested in and willing to help
others). Trust can create a caring environment where students are not afraid to expose gaps in
their learning and believe that classmates will be supportive. Interaction can be either taskdriven, such as responses to instructors’ questions, or socio-emotional driven, such as empathetic
messages or disclosure of personal information. Learning goals refer to the students’ common
expectation to learn and fulfill their educational purpose. In a community, this learning may take
place as a result of social interaction and active participation in the group (Rovai, 2002a). In
another article, Rovai (2002b) described other common features of a community as active twoway communication, safety, care, acceptance, support, and a willingness to speak openly.
Sense of community is often described as a characteristic of a learning community which
Xiaojing et al. (2007) described as a feeling of belonging and mattering and being committed to
each other to meet mutual needs. Other features include trust, mutual efforts to build knowledge
and share information, similar goals, and the fulfillment of needs (Xiaojing et al., 2007). Yuan
and Kim (2014) similarly defined a learning community as “a group of learners who have a sense
of belonging” (p. 221).
The need to belong is an important characteristic of community involvement, and Palloff
and Pratt (2007) emphasized this need in educational contexts. They explained that the human
identity as a social being influences learning and that the collective educational experience
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creates a sense of belonging. Applying the ideas to online education in particular, Palloff and
Pratt stated, “We further believe that through the creation of a sense of shared values and shared
identity, that sense of belonging emerges, and the result is a sense of community in the online
class” (p. 26). In this type of community, students can explore ideas, have a safe place to reflect,
and find a collaborative approach to academics.
Theoretical Framework
Different theories of education and learning support the value of a sense of community.
First, a social constructivist theory is based on the idea that knowledge is socially constructed,
that learning is a social activity, and that meaning and knowledge are created from interactions
with others (Karkar-Esperat, 2018; Xiaojing et al., 2007). According to this theory, each
individual’s meaning of an experience is subjective and thus multiple meanings could emerge
from one situation depending on the perspective of different people. Individuals’ perceptions are
formed largely by their own historical and cultural background, and it is through interactions
with others that they ascribe meaning to their experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The
theory of social constructivism is rooted in Vygotsky’s 1978 learning theory. In explaining the
development of children, he described a zone of proximal development which he defined as “the
distance between the actual development level as determined by independent problem solving
and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult
guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). He believed that learning is social
in nature and that learning develops from interaction: “Learning awakens a variety of internal
developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in
his environment and in cooperation with his peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90). Although Vygotsky
was referring to the development of children, the ideas apply to learning in general and suggest
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that learning is enhanced through social contact with others. Picciano (2017) provided a
summary of Vygotsky’s social constructivist view:
Learning is problem solving and the social construction of solutions to problems is the
basis of the learning process. . . . The teacher provides a social environment in which the
learner can assemble or construct with others the knowledge necessary to solve the
problem. (p. 170)
Drouin (2008) also summarized Vygotsky’s view as that the construction of knowledge comes
from social contexts, that the environment and learning cannot be separated, and that
collaboration is a critical element of learning. Additionally, Vygotsky’s theory of cooperative
learning emphasizes that students should not only work with teachers but should also work with
each other (Powell & Kalina, 2009).
Constructivist strategies can be used in online learning, as presented by Ruey (2010),
who explained that according to this theory, “knowledge is socially situated and is constructed
through reflection on one’s own thoughts and experiences, as well as other learners’ ideas”
(p. 707). Class activities should thus focus on discussion, negotiation of ideas, collaboration, and
learning activities that involve groups. Students can share goals and be motivated to work toward
them because of the social influence. If the class activities relate to real-life experiences, the
learning has an additional authentic value. Ruey’s findings were that an online teaching approach
based on a constructivist theory enhanced the learning and knowledge attainment of adult online
students, increased their confidence, made students more responsible for their learning, and
created a support system between classmates.
A theory of learning and education as dependent on the social environment is supported
by American philosopher and education reformer John Dewey. In his document “My Pedagogic
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Creed,” he stated, “I believe that this educational process has two sides—one psychological and
one sociological—and that neither can be subordinated to the other, or neglected, without evil
results following” (Dewey, 1964, p. 428). He further explained that education is primarily a
method of social progress and that a school is a social institution that forms a type of community
life. A good education is one which creates unity with others in these social settings (Dewey,
1964). Hence, creating a sense of community as a foundation in an educational classroom aligns
with Dewey’s ideas about the true purpose of education.
From a social constructivist’s perspective, other essential elements of learning in addition
to social interaction include collaboration and reflection (Picciano, 2017). Picciano wrote that
“John Dewey saw learning as a series of practical social experiences in which learners learn by
doing, collaborating, and reflecting with others. . . . The use of reflective practice by both learner
and teacher is a pedagogical cornerstone for interactive discussions that replaces straight
lecturing, whether in a face-to-face or online class” (p. 170). If the social element is indeed
essential for learning, then the development of a sense of community would foster intellectual
growth, knowledge acquisition, and cognitive learning.
Another theoretical perspective that informs the idea of a sense of community comes
from Wenger (2000), who viewed learning and knowing as stemming from social interactions
and the development of communities of practice. He explained that “learning so defined is an
interplay between social competence and personal experience. It is a dynamic, two-way
relationship between people and the social learning systems in which they participate. It
combines personal transformation with the evolution of social structures” (p. 227). This social
interaction then leads to the development of communities of practice which are the communities
that humans naturally form and which become the most basic components of a social learning

34

system. Wenger wrote that participation in these communities “is at the very core of what makes
us human beings capable of meaningful knowing” (p. 229). Three important characteristics of
these communities are that community members have a shared understanding of how their
community is defined; the community is built through mutual engagement and interaction; and
community members have a common repertoire of resources such as language, stories, and styles
(Wenger, 2000). Applying these ideas to education, the social aspects of learning are an
important foundation to education overall, and social participation in the educational process is
critical for learning and knowing. Students and teachers create communities of practice within
their own classrooms, and from these communities a sense of belonging emerges. The greater the
amount of social interaction, the stronger the sense of community, and the more learning that
takes place.
Wenger’s (2000) emphasis on participation was related to a theory of online learning
proposed by Hrastinski (2009), whose view was that “online learner participation drives
learning” (p. 81) and that this participation goes beyond collaboration because it may involve
interactions that are in conflict or that are based on competition rather than cooperation.
Hrastinski defined participation as “a complex process that includes, for example, doing, talking,
thinking, feeling, and belonging. Participation involves action, e.g., talking with someone, and
connection, e.g., feeling that one takes part” (p. 79). Participation not only drives learning but is
a central component of sense of community.
The Community of Inquiry theory by Garrison et al. (2000) also connects with a social
constructivist view. In this theory, cognitive presence, social presence, and teacher presence
together create an educational experience. The most important of the three is cognitive presence,
which is defined as “the extent to which the participants in any particular configuration of a
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community of inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained communication” (p. 89).
Cognitive presence can involve exchanging, connecting, and applying ideas and is essential for
critical thinking. Cognitive presence depends largely on whether communication is restricted or
encouraged and functions within a larger socio-emotional environment because community
members must feel socially comfortable with each other.
Social presence means that members of a community present their personal
characteristics and come across as real people. Social presence supports cognitive presence and
contributes to affective educational goals such as enjoyable and fulfilling interactions. Social
presence can be indicated by emotional expression, open communication, and group cohesion. In
a text-based medium, emotions can be expressed through emoticons, humor, and self-disclosure.
In the case of self-disclosure, being open encourages others to do the same and thus builds trust
and mutual support. Open communication comes from mutual awareness and recognition of the
contributions of group members through responses, compliments, and words of encouragement.
Social context is an important element of learning, and collaboration can lead to critical thinking
in a community of inquiry according to a “collaborative constructivist perspective” (Garrison et
al., 2000, p. 92).
Teaching presence also supports cognitive presence and has two functions: (1) the design
and organization of the course and its activities and assessment methods and (2) facilitation of
the course. Indicators of teaching presence are instructional management, building understanding
(knowledge acquisition), and direct instruction through presenting contextualized knowledge,
content, and questions that lead to discussion, reflection, and the creation of meaning (Garrison
et al., 2000).
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Shea and Bidjerano (2009) examined the relationships of these presences, and these
researchers suggested that online educators can improve their classes by developing teacher
presence and social presence, which in turn enhance cognitive presence, which then improves
learning. The results indicated that 70% of variation in students’ level of cognitive presence was
based on teaching presence and social presence. Also, results showed that social presence was
directly related to teaching presence. Another finding was that students’ comfort level in online
discussion boards had a strong positive correlation with cognitive presence. Instructor
participation in online discussions also correlated with higher cognitive presence. Additionally,
students reported higher levels of cognitive presence if they felt like they had a sense of
belonging and got to know their classmates. The researchers stated that the community of inquiry
framework, based on the three types of presence, can describe and improve online education.
Sense of community also relates to a sense of belonging, which is a critical component of
the theory of marginality and mattering by Schlossberg (1989). Schlossberg proposed that
institutions, including educational ones, should find ways to make people feel they belong and
matter to others. Schlossberg explained that theories of college engagement support the idea that
involvement in college leads to more satisfaction and higher levels of both achievement and
retention. Being involved helps people deal with questions of marginality and mattering such as,
“Are we part of things; do we belong; are we central or marginal? Do we make a difference; do
others care about us and make us feel we matter?” (p. 6). Marginality is a feeling of not
belonging that most people feel at some point in their lives, but it is especially common when
people are going through transitions, such as graduating, starting school, getting a new job, or
moving to a new city. For transitions that have big differences between the old and the new role,
the feeling of marginality can be even greater. Mattering is experienced by all people of all ages
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and is a feeling that one matters to someone else, that other people “depend on us, are interested
in us, are concerned with our fate, or experience us as an ego-extension” (p. 8). Students in
online classes who are experiencing feelings of isolation might be asking themselves questions
about whether or not they belong or matter in the class.
Schlossberg (1989) identified five themes related to the domains of interpersonal
relationships, work, and community activities: attention, importance, ego-extension, dependence,
and appreciation. Attention means feeling that others notice or have interest in us. She used an
example of feeling lonely when moving to a new city and not knowing anyone or of people who
are suddenly living alone (for example after the death or departure of a family member) and
wonder if their arrival at home each day is of interest or attention to anyone. Importance was
about feeling that someone else cares about our interests, thoughts, actions, or future. Egoextension is about feeling that someone else would be proud of something we accomplished or
sad when something does not go well for us. Dependence is about feeling needed. A good
example is people in the “sandwich generation” when they are depended on by both parents and
children and also possibly by employers or employees. Appreciation relates to the feeling that
someone appreciates our efforts, deeds, and words. These themes could also relate to education
in that students need to feel that others pay attention to them, and students want to feel important
and appreciated. Schlossberg stated that all students have concerns about belonging and
mattering, and educational institutions should make sure that their policies, classes, practices,
and activities make students feel that they matter. Doing so will keep their engagement levels
high, resulting in greater motivation to learn and more determination to reach their academic
goals.
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Dixon Rayle and Chung (2007–2008) applied the theories of Schlossberg about mattering
and marginality to a study of first-year undergraduate students. They chose this focus because
these students are in a state of transition and often feel marginal and face many challenges, as
explained:
First-year college students’ feelings of marginality may equate to not fitting in
academically and/or socially at their colleges, and can result in feelings of worthlessness
and increased self-consciousness. Further, the resulting self-consciousness may directly
affect students’ abilities to perform up to their academic capabilities, thus resulting in
lower academic success and greater academic stress. (p. 22)
They point to the high attrition rate of first-year students, with as many as one-fourth of them not
returning for a second year. Dixon Rayle and Chung used a survey to examine academic stress,
social support, and feelings of mattering. Their findings were that predictions about mattering
could be made from the degree of social support from both family and friends. The study showed
that the greater the amount of social support from family, the greater the perceived amount of
social support from friends, which led to a greater sense of mattering and significance. Students
then had less academic stress. The authors stated that “feelings of mattering to others are
increased when individuals believe that other persons in their lives care about them, their goals,
and their futures” (pp. 29 – 30). Another related result was that female students reported higher
levels of perceived support and sense of mattering than male students.
Students often have stronger feelings of belonging when they have a sense of community.
A study on college students’ sense of belonging by Gopalan et al. (2021) pointed out that the
need to belong is a “fundamental human motivation” (p. 228) and that it helps students deal with
stress, anxiety, and depression and consequently can positively impact their educational
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experience. The focus of this longitudinal study was on determining whether the campus closure
during the Spring 2020 semester due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the shift to online learning
decreased a sense of belonging. Their findings indicated, surprisingly, that there was not a
significant difference in a sense of belonging before and after the shutdown, although certain
groups, such as first-generation students and students from underrepresented backgrounds,
reported lower belonging scores compared to peers who did not fit into these categories. The
researchers speculated that one reason there was not a change in the belonging score was that the
online learning environments may have satisfied that need to feel like they belong (Gopalan et
al., 2021). Although this study did not focus specifically on online classes, it emphasized the
need for students to feel like they belong, the benefits of belonging with regard to mental health,
and the need for institutions to foster this feeling of belonging.
Sense of community also relates to a theory of transactional distance. This theory was
presented by Moore (1993) who described the effect of the separation between teachers and
learners. He stated, “With separation there is a psychological and communications space to be
crossed, a space of potential misunderstanding between the inputs of instructor and those of the
learner. It is this psychological and communications space that is the transactional distance”
(p. 22). Moore also explained that transactional distance is relative based on the behavior of
teachers and learners. It is also based on three factors: instructional dialogue, program structure,
and the autonomy of the learner. Instructional dialogue refers to the way the instructor
communicates course content and information. The greater the amount of dialogue between
teacher and learner, the lower the transactional distance. This dialogue can also be influenced by
the personality of the teacher and the learner. The second element of program structure is largely
determined by the communications media and includes such factors as type of presentation, ways

40

to motivate learners, methods to stimulate analysis, application of materials, and student creation
of knowledge. Programs with high structure and little dialogue have a high transactional
distance, in contrast to programs with low structure and high dialogue which have a lower
transactional distance. These types of programs rely more on the third factor of learner
autonomy. Learners are more autonomous when they play a larger role in determining the goals
and learning experiences. With learner autonomy, there may also be greater learner-learner
interaction, which leads to more knowledge creation. Moore wrote that “groups and ‘virtual
groups’ also provide opportunities for exercises aimed at developing skills of analysis, synthesis
and critique of knowledge, as well as testing and evaluating” (p. 33). Transactional distance thus
becomes an important factor in developing a sense of community because in classes where that
distance is high, it will be harder for a sense of community to emerge. Thus, if instructors value
sense of community, they will aim to reduce transactional distance by increasing the amount of
dialogue, decreasing the amount of structure, and promoting more learner autonomy.
Another theory of learning is from Picciano (2017), who created a Pedagogical Purpose
Model which has six elements that reflect pedagogical goals: content, social and emotional
support, dialectics or questioning, reflection, collaborative learning, and evaluation. Picciano
presented these elements visually as overlapping ovals in a larger circle and said that these
components “form an integrated community of learning in which rich interaction, whether online
or face-to-face, can be provided and blended across all modules” (p. 181). Then, Picciano
enlarged this model to create a Multimodal Model for Online Education. This model has the
same six parts but adds a seventh element of self-study/independent learning. Different types of
distance education courses would use various combinations of these seven components. For
example, a self-paced online course would use content, independent study, and evaluation,
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whereas a teacher-led course would replace independent study with dialectics/questioning,
collaboration, and reflection. The three elements of this theory which focus on community are
social and emotional support, dialectics or questioning, and collaborative learning. The new
model also shows that because some online classes follow a self-paced format, not all of them
are designed to include interactive elements, so creating a sense of community would be
irrelevant in those contexts. That is an important distinction when considering the different
formats for online classes (Picciano, 2017).
Another theory that relates to online classes is the Information Processing Learning
Theory which focuses on “how students acquire, encode, store (in short-term or long-term
memory), and retrieve information” (Picciano, 2017, p. 171). The theory describes the human
mind much like a computer as students must constantly process the avalanche of information
available to them through the internet. Although this theory does not directly relate to sense of
community, it does attempt to describe how students learn in relation to technology and thus
applies to online students.
These theories and models of learning highlight the important role that interactions with
others and a sense of community can play in the learning process. Learning is a result of
affective as well as cognitive exchanges with others, and learning is enhanced through a process
of interactivity and collaboration.
Benefits of a Sense of Community
Being a part of an online learning community has both affective and academic benefits.
On the affective side, people in this community benefit from social interaction which decreases
feelings of isolation and loneliness and the depression and anxiety which often accompany these
feelings. Academically, a sense of community enhances learning and satisfaction with the course
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and increases the likelihood that students will complete the course, thus leading to higher
retention rates. Working with a group of people who share a common goal can also enhance
motivation, leading to better academic outcomes (Drouin, 2008; Rovai, 2002b; Xiaojing et al.,
2007).
Palloff and Pratt (2007) stated that the primary benefit of a sense of community in online
classes is that the learning process can be more successful. They claimed that “the learning
community is the vehicle through which learning occurs online” (pp. 39-40). Through this
community, knowledge is conveyed and meaning is co-created through collaborative efforts.
Learning is thus an active process that requires the participation of both students and the
instructor whose interactions create a “web of learning” (p. 5). Successful learning outcomes
depend on interaction and a sense of community.
Tinto (1993) argued that if students are a part of a learning community and develop
relationships with others, they are more likely to be satisfied with their courses and not drop out.
Tinto described three principles of effective retention, with the third one being that “effective
retention programs are committed to the development of supportive social and educational
communities in which all students are integrated as competent members” (p. 147). Institutions
with high retention rates put an emphasis on the value that a community adds to the learning
process both socially and intellectually. The creation of a sense of community in an individual
classroom is one way to reflect that value.
Evidence of the academic benefits is supported by Rovai (2002a), who stated that schools
which provided a supportive community had much higher retention rates. A sense of community
also resulted in an increased exchange of information, more support, higher commitment and
cooperation levels to the group, and a greater sense of well-being. In another study, Rovai
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(2002b), aimed to determine whether a significant relationship existed between sense of
community in online classes and cognitive learning and to discover the strength and direction of
that relationship. The problems this study addressed were high dropout rates for distance
education students and a perception that the quality of learning is lower in online classes. Using
Rovai’s Classroom Community Scale and self-reports of perceived cognitive learning, Rovai
found that online students can develop a sense of classroom connection, that students who had a
strong sense of community tended to also perceive their level of cognitive learning as higher, that
female students tended to have a greater sense of connection than male students, and that
ethnicity and course content do not impact sense of community or perceived learning level
(Rovai, 2002b).
Higher course satisfaction levels and greater degrees of perceived learning were also
identified by Swan (2002) as academic benefits of sense of community. Swan wrote that a sense
of community is developed by the degree of interaction between both students and classmates
and students and the instructor. Swan found significant positive correlations between students’
interactions with instructors and satisfaction with the course and perceived learning. In addition,
there was a significant positive relationship between perceived interaction with other students
and satisfaction. The findings also showed that students with higher levels of interaction with the
content of the course were also more satisfied with the course and perceived a greater amount of
learning. Conversely, students who had low levels of interaction with their instructor and peers
had lower levels of satisfaction and lower levels of perceived learning. Swan stated that “the
results clearly indicate that courses that include ample opportunity for interaction with instructors
are preferable to those with limited or no interaction, and that interaction with instructors is an
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important factor in online learning” (p. 32). Thus, one benefit of interactivity, and indirectly of
sense of community, is an increase in satisfaction and degree of perceived learning.
Satisfaction in online classes is often associated with increased learner engagement. A
study by Xiaojing et al. (2007) examined the perceptions of instructors and students in an online
MBA program about whether a sense of community is important for engagement, learning, and
satisfaction; whether students feel a sense of community; and what are the most effective
strategies for building community in online classes. The results of the mixed-methods study of
both faculty and MBA students showed that 90% of respondents said they felt a sense of
belonging. Positive correlations existed between sense of belonging and learner engagement,
feeling of learning, and course satisfaction. The study overall showed the benefits of a sense of
community in giving students a stronger sense of engagement and learning and greater
satisfaction with the course.
Benefits of online learning were also explored by Yuan and Kim (2014), who compiled
ideas from 45 different articles to create a list of guidelines to help online instructors develop
learning communities. The authors emphasized that isolation from online learning can be
reduced when instructors and students work together to create learning communities, which also
increase students’ satisfaction with the course and improve completion rates.
Academic benefits of a sense of community were presented by Moore (2014), who
described how a sense of community which was developed in a hybrid Spanish 101 course
resulted in students’ perceptions of a higher degree of learning and lower levels of frustration.
Significant differences between a hybrid and a traditional face-to-face class were found with
attitudes and sense of community because students in the hybrid sections were less satisfied with
the course and more frustrated and felt a lower sense of community. To address these issues, the
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faculty developed two videos, one of former students who spoke about tips for success, and one
by the instructor to explain the course format. Other adjustments were in the number of
assignments, types of activities, the requirement of two face-to-face office hour sessions with the
professor, and consistent first-day activities including icebreakers. With this second iteration of
the hybrid course, sense of community and perceptions of learning were higher. This time, there
were not significant differences in levels of frustration between the students in the hybrid and the
traditional sections, and learning outcomes were similar for students in both types of classes. The
study showed that online instructors must change their teaching approaches to develop a sense of
community and that the benefits of these changes are higher levels of students’ satisfaction and
perceptions of learning. Moore concluded that “creating community is the critical first step to
being successful in an online learning environment and is a tool that many instructors overlook”
(p. 24).
In a more recent study, Jamison and Bolliger (2020), in their examination of perceptions
of connectedness in graduate students of business, described how social connectedness and peerand instructor-interactions in online classes improved students’ satisfaction levels and increased
levels of retention. These improvements are partially attributed to students feeling less isolated
and consequently having more academic success. Jamison and Bolliger concluded that “when
students feel connected with others, they may be more intrinsically motivated to complete their
online programs, which will ultimately lead to an increase in student success and retention”
(p. 284).
A sense of community has also contributed to higher retention rates at community
colleges (Martinez & Munsch, 2020). Community colleges employ strategies to improve the
student experience, including a psychosocial intervention of building a sense of belonging. This
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sense of belonging comes from students’ perception of campus social support; feelings of
connectedness; feelings of mattering and being accepted, respected, and valued; and feelings of
being important to peers, instructors, and campus staff. When community college students,
especially those who have traditionally been marginalized or underrepresented, feel a sense of
belonging, they are more likely to stay in college and complete their programs.
Several other researchers had similar findings about the many benefits of a sense of
community. Kebble (2017) also showed that a learning community can combat feelings of
isolation and can improve learning outcomes and promote deeper levels of thought. By sharing
knowledge, students develop a learning community that also increases students’ participation
levels, academic performance, and retention. Drouin (2008) also identified an indirect link
between sense of community and improved student learning outcomes. If sense of community
creates a greater level of satisfaction with the course and increases motivation, students are likely
to stay in school and perform better academically. LaBarbera (2013) pointed out that a sense of
community and stronger feelings of connectedness can improve student retention. Connectedness
can lead to more satisfaction with the course, which would then lead to better success, higher
achievement, more learning, and higher levels of self-esteem. The benefits of a sense of
community in online classes are varied and can have a positive impact on students both
affectively and academically.
Problems of Online Learning
A sense of community in online classes can alleviate some of the problems that emerge
from this course delivery format. Online education has many advantages over traditional inperson classes. It provides the convenience and flexibility needed for students who may have
time constraints from work or family life and allows them to work according to their own
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schedules. Students who are in distant geographic areas can still take classes regardless of their
physical location. The online delivery format may be well-suited for students who work
independently. During times of public health issues, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, online
education was the safety net for higher education, allowing classes to be held virtually during the
national lockdown. According to Rath et al. (2019), online learning is especially effective for
people who have strong self-regulatory behaviors such as self-motivation and good time
management skills.
Kim et al. (2016) found that the most cited advantages of online courses were flexibility
of both time and location; convenience; ability to manage one’s own schedule; pace of study; the
ability to balance study, work, and life; cost savings because of not having to commute; course
accessibility; and autonomy and self-motivation in learning. Some students also commented that
online course interactions provided a safe environment where students could be open and
reflective in their comments and where everyone could participate (Kim et al., 2016). The
opportunities of online education also may provide better employment and promotion options,
career changes, and more confidence and self-esteem (Stone & Springer, 2019).
Despite these advantages of the online format, this type of delivery creates several issues.
Rath et al. (2019) reported that 55.7% of the students in their study preferred face-to-face classes
because without that type of contact, the students felt isolated and disengaged. Students noted the
lack of collaboration and heightened feeling of solitude. They valued the social aspect of
learning and feelings of connections with other students that create a sense of community. Stone
and Springer (2019) also identified feelings of isolation as a problem in online classes and as an
important factor in student attrition. A lack of high-quality course interactions both between
students and instructors and between classmates was also found to be a challenge for graduate
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students (Kim et al., 2016). These students cited difficulty in making personal connections or
having in-depth discussions and felt a need for community.
In addition to this sense of isolation and disconnection, other common problems are lack
of satisfaction with the course, higher drop-out rates compared to onsite classes, and
consequently, a lower level of retention. Kebble (2017) pointed out that students in online classes
often have low participation levels, which can negatively affect academic performance and
retention. Rovai (2002a) pointed out that dropout rates for distance education courses were 10 to
20 percent higher than face-to-face courses (at that time) and that a possible reason for this
difference was the physical separation which leads to feelings of disconnection and isolation.
Another reason for these problems may be that students in online courses may receive less
personal attention from the instructor compared with students in traditional formats (Rovai,
2002a). Isolation may also be caused by the reduced social and visual cues in online classes
(Xiaojing et al., 2007). Some other issues for online students include understanding the
technology and dealing with technical problems, difficulty in time management, and conflicting
responsibilities from work and family demands (Stone & Springer, 2019).
One reason a large number of students drop out of online classes is the lack of interaction
with classmates and the instructor (Yuan & Kim, 2014). Issues of attrition and isolation were
also presented by Moore (2014), who proposed that sense of community could address those
problems, especially if instructors take different approaches when teaching online to help
students overcome feelings of isolation created by the separation of students and instructors.
Problems of isolation and disconnection in online learning were the focus of a study by
Phirangee and Malec (2017). They introduced the concept of identity congruence, which means
that one’s identity fits in with the group. Incongruence comes from not fitting in and leads to
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feelings of otherness, which is common in an online course because the lack of physical and
social cues may create unclear or inaccurate impressions of students and allow for more biases.
Phirangee and Malec (2017) found that participants felt othered in three ways: the professional
other, which means that students were different because they were working while in school and
their work and academic obligations were sometimes in conflict; the academic other, which
means that students’ approach to learning and involvement in the class was different from that of
their peers; and the ethnic other, which means that students’ ethnic origins were different from
the majority. The effect of otherness was that students were less comfortable sharing with
classmates and felt more isolation. The researchers suggested that being othered also negatively
affects the learning experience. The researchers proposed that the way to alleviate feelings of
isolation is through the instructor creating a stronger social presence, a sense of community, and
a greater focus on the social aspects of learning in online experiences (Phirangee & Malec,
2017).
The experiences of online graduate students were also the focus of a study by KarkarEsperat (2018). They interviewed three international graduate students to understand their
challenges and perspectives in online classes. One of the challenges was isolation and loneliness,
which was attributed to a lack of peer support, minimal interaction with other students, and a
learning environment that does not support cultural exchanges. The study resulted in several
conclusions. One was that international students still have language proficiency issues. Secondly,
participants felt isolated in online classes due to a lack of communication and interaction with
both classmates and their instructor. One student stated that “there is no interaction. You talk to
the computer” (p. 1729). Third, some instructors were ineffective because of their lack of
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preparedness in structuring online material. Finally, participants struggled to stay motivated
when there was little class interaction and a lack of prompt feedback (Karkar-Esperat, 2018).
Another issue of online learning is that some courses are poorly designed and delivered.
Problems may exist with student-interface interactions, sometimes creating difficulty for students
to access course material. In a poorly designed course, students may not clearly understand the
instructor’s expectations for them or how to meet basic course requirements. Poor delivery and
design of a course would certainly negatively impact students’ perceptions of sense of
community (Drouin, 2008). Kim et al. (2016) also found that some respondents in their study felt
that a poorly-designed course was a challenge for online learning. Some difficulties included
understanding the content, poor delivery, heavy workloads, and an insufficient amount of
instructor involvement and assistance.
Various other researchers identified problems with online learning. Richardson et al.
(2017) discussed students’ feelings of isolation, a lack of connection between classmates and
between students and instructors, inadequate preparation for the online learning environment,
higher dropout rates, and students’ lack of satisfaction with their educational experience. Ouzts
(2006) identified problems of feelings of isolation, lack of contact with the instructor and
classmates, concerns about the quality of the education, and negative learning outcomes leading
to attrition. Exter et al. (2009) pointed to low retention rates that are often characteristic of online
classes. Moore (2014) also wrote about the issues of attrition and isolation that are often
associated with online courses and proposed that a sense of community addressed those
problems.
Many of the problems of online learning were brought to the forefront during the
nationwide shift to online formats during the Spring 2020 semester due to the COVID-19
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pandemic. MacMahon et al. (2020) identified challenges related to engaging and motivating
students, creating social connections, and providing adequate feedback. Teachers could no longer
observe social behaviors or verbal and non-verbal cues that could indicate students’ level of
understanding, connection, and motivation, thus making it difficult for teachers to gauge a class
and offer the appropriate level of regulation and support. The virtual classrooms and lack of peer
contact that resulted from the pandemic also reduced students’ sense of belonging, which led to
lower levels of motivation and engagement (MacMahon et al., 2020). During this transition to
emergency online teaching, both students and instructors struggled with adapting to the new
delivery format.
A comparison of online and face-to-face classes illustrates some important distinctions.
Results from the study by Kim et al. (2016) found that more than 75% of participants felt that
they learned less in online classes even though more than 80% responded that they spent more
time in online classes compared to face-to-face classes. Additionally, over 75% of the graduate
students surveyed responded that they felt more comfortable in face-to-face discussions than in
those conducted in online classes, thus showing that interaction is an area in need of
improvement in graduate online education. Their study also showed that fewer than 35% of the
respondents had a preference for online classes compared to face-to-face course options (Kim
et al., 2016).
Some research has focused on whether the sense of community is significantly less for
students in online programs compared to face-to-face programs. For example, Exter et al. (2009)
compared a residential and an online graduate program and their sense of community, types of
interactions, and satisfaction with the course and program. Results showed that there was not a
significant difference on sense of community scores but that the interaction scores of residential
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students were significantly higher. However, time spent interacting with the instructors was not
shown to be significantly different, nor was there a significant difference in satisfaction levels
(Exter et al., 2009). Interviews with students showed that the majority of them desired feelings of
friendship with classmates and felt that it was important to be recognized and known. A few
students, however, did not consider sense of community important. Sense of community is
generally believed to be higher in face-to-face programs because of more interaction and social
cues, but this study did not support that belief.
These issues and problems of online teaching and learning can be partially addressed by
considering the effects of a sense of community. When students feel like they belong to a group
which is supportive and which shares common goals, the feelings of isolation, loneliness, lack of
satisfaction, low motivation, and high attrition rates are often alleviated.
The Creation of a Sense of Community
Sense of community can be created through many different ways. Rovai (2002a) outlined
seven factors that positively correlate with a sense of community. The first is transactional
distance, which Rovai defined as “the psychological and communications space between learners
and instructors” (p. 7). This distance is greater when the course has more structure, that is,
control by the instructor, and the distance is smaller when the course has more dialogue, which is
controlled by the learners. The second factor is social presence, which is a mutual awareness of
people in the class. Social presence is lower in online courses because of the reduction in social
cues. The third factor is social equality which refers to students having equal opportunities to
participate. Rovai described two communication patterns, a separate voice which is autonomous,
independent, and more typical in men and the connected voice which is relational and
interdependent and more common in women. The connected voice is described as more
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supportive of classroom community. The fourth factor is small group activities. The fifth factor
is group facilitation. An effective facilitator will both keep the group on task and make sure the
group is strong by working together in a mutually supportive way. The sixth factor is an
alignment of teaching style and learning stage. Learners move through stages of being dependent
to interested and involved to self-directed. Teaching styles may be authoritarian and lecturebased with high degree of structure or less structured with more dialogue. The seventh factor is
community size, with smaller classes lending themselves more easily to a sense of community
than larger classes. Rovai concluded that these seven factors can promote a sense of community
which increases the likelihood of student persistence and commitment.
Oliphant and Branch-Mueller (2016) found that 84% of the 32 students in an online
graduate program reported feeling like a sense of community was created in their program. Some
of the elements that fostered this feeling included relationships with classmates and the
instructor, an appreciation for classmates’ comments in small-group online discussions, some
face-to-face meetings, social media posts via Facebook, a cohort structure, introduction forums
in classes, and the feeling of being known and recognized by other students in the program. The
primary barriers to developing a sense of community were different time zones, time
management, heavy workloads, other obligations such as work and family, geographical
dispersion, and the nature of online programs which often create feelings of isolation and
loneliness (Oliphant & Branch-Mueller, 2016).
Some of these factors of how to create a sense of community and several others appear
more prevalently in the literature and will be discussed in more detail below. These include
social presence, different types of interaction, the role of the instructor, feelings of
connectedness, collaboration, cohorts, and immersive online learning environments.
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Social Presence
From a theoretical perspective, social presence is a critical element of learning and an
essential component in creating a sense of community. Social presence is one of the three core
elements in the model of inquiry established by Garrison et al. (2000), along with cognitive
presence and teacher presence. Garrison et al. described social presence as the way that group
members in an online environment can come across as real people.
Social presence can also mean feeling, perceiving, and reacting to another person in an
online environment (Wei et al., 2012). According to Wei et al., there are three factors of social
presence: co-presence, intimacy and immediacy. Co-presence is the experience of being together
with others and being mutually aware of each other’s presence in a virtual environment. Intimacy
refers to a connection or social bond with others in the online class and can affect how freely
students express themselves. Immediacy refers to how direct and intense interactions with others
are online. In their study of international students, Wei et al. addressed concerns about how a
lack of social presence may increase the frustration levels of students, create negative attitudes
about the instructor and decrease the level of affective learning. Their study found that user
interface, which refers to computer-based learning platforms such as D2L, Blackboard, or
Canvas, can positively affect social presence. They also found that this interface positively
affects learners’ perceptions of social cues, which are both verbal and nonverbal communication.
In an asynchronous class, nonverbal cues might include emoticons and images. For a
synchronous class, gestures and facial expressions during video meetings are examples of
nonverbal cues. Verbal cues include textual communication in chats and discussion boards or
spoken words in synchronous video classes. A third result of the study is that these social cues
positively affect social presence. Fourth, social presence positively affects learners’ interactions,
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and finally, learners’ interactions positively affect their perception of learning performance. The
study concluded by emphasizing the importance of social presence in reducing feelings of
isolation and in creating more learner interactions and an enhanced perception of learner
performance in online classes (Wei et al., 2012). Social presence is one way that online learners
can feel a stronger sense of community.
The importance of social presence is described by Yuan and Kim (2014) because of its
role in creating a sense of community in online classes. Social presence is described as “the
feeling of ‘being with another’” (p. 223). These researchers explained that social presence can be
created from collaboration, relationship building, timely responses, and teacher presence, which
is enhanced by effective course design, active participation in discussions, quick feedback, and
emotional support. The authors emphasized that isolation from online learning can be reduced
when instructors and students work together to create learning communities, which also increase
students’ satisfaction with the course and improve completion rates.
Berry (2019) proposed that social presence creates sense of community within a learning
environment. Ways to create social presence include welcoming messages, student profiles,
humor, blogs, discussion boards, whole-group and small-group discussions, breakout rooms,
student presentations, flipped classrooms, cohorts, and orientation sessions. Berry pointed out
that students feel more engaged and satisfied with online programs when the sense of community
is stronger.
In their study of isolation of online graduate students, Phirangee and Malec (2017)
explained how isolation and disconnection are in contrast to a social presence created by
instructors and peers that leads to feelings of connection. With social presence, online learners
feel like their identity is appreciated and valued, and they can consequently express themselves
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more effectively because of the social and emotional acceptance. Ouzts (2006) also pointed out
that a sense of community can be created through interaction, participation, and learning
experiences with a focus on social presence.
The importance of social presence was also highlighted by Richardson et al. (2017) in
their meta-analysis of studies on social presence, which they defined as “the ability to perceive
others in an online environment” (p. 402). Their findings indicated strong positive relationships
between social presence and student levels of satisfaction and between social presence and
students’ perceived learning. These outcomes in turn make a positive impact on students’
motivation levels and persistence, retention, and academic success. Because of these various
impacts, course designers and instructors should strive to encourage social interaction to enhance
this sense of social presence.
Types of Interaction
Interaction in online classes is essential for the development of a sense of community and
for learning (Blankenship & Gibson, 2016; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Stone & Springer, 2019). A
sense of community can be created by different types of interaction. Three of these are learnerlearner, learner-teacher, and learner-system (Wei et al., 2012). This third interaction refers to
how the learner interacts with the digital platform used for course delivery. All three types of
interactions can create a sense of connection in the class. In some studies, the word “learner” is
replaced by the word “student.” Another interaction is learner-material, which refers to the way
the student learns the course content.
Drouin (2008) focused on two of these interactions, student-student and student-teacher
as well as the correlation between sense of community and students’ satisfaction, achievement,
and retention. The results indicated a significant positive correlation between sense of
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community and communication with class, communication with the professor, number of
discussion board posts, quality of discussion board posts, discussion and debate, discussion
board as a social tool, and satisfaction. However, achievement and retention did not show a
significant correlation with sense of community (Drouin, 2008). Another finding was that
students felt that they could communicate with their instructors much more easily than with
classmates but that the student-instructor interaction was not a big factor in creating a sense of
community. The student-student interaction, however, was found to be a significant factor in
developing a perception of a sense of community. Another surprising result was that this study
did not find a significant relationship between sense of community and retention (Drouin, 2008).
Swan (2002) also highlighted the importance of interaction by stating, “Three factors are
consistently associated with the success of online courses. These are a clear and consistent
course structure, an instructor who interacts frequently and constructively with students, and a
valued and dynamic discussion” (p. 34). These three factors relate to different types of
interactivity: interaction with the content, interaction with the instructor which is based primarily
on communication and feedback, and interaction and communication with classmates. Swan also
described different roles of instructors that impact instructor-student interactions: a cognitive role
with a focus on teaching the content and material, an affective role in conveying emotions
online, and a managerial role which involves course delivery methods, providing structure,
monitoring student participation, and being attuned to details.
Student-student interaction in online classes is often facilitated through discussion
boards. This format in an asynchronous class has the benefit of being more equitable and
democratic by giving every student a voice and time to reflect before responding, compared to a
face-to-face class where only a few students may speak out. According to Swan (2002), an
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asynchronous discussion “tends to create a certain mindfulness among students and a culture of
reflection in an online course” (p. 26). Thus, many online discussions may reflect a deeper
cognitive dive than an in-class discussion. Often the success of online discussions may depend
on the social environment and the instructor’s efforts to create structure, support, and peer
interaction. Results showed that student satisfaction and perceived learning are strongly
correlated with all three types of interaction with the course, instructor, and classmates.
A second part of the study by Swan (2002) examined discussion board posts in a graduate
level course and analyzed affective, cohesive, and interactive indicators to determine whether
online classes can create a sense of immediacy, social presence, and community. Affective
indicators included paralanguage (such as emoticons or exaggerated spelling, capitalization, or
punctuation to convey emotion), words that express feelings such as love or hate, and words that
express personal values and beliefs, humor, and self-disclosure (the sharing of personal
information that can express vulnerability). Cohesive indicators included greetings and
salutations, vocatives (using classmates’ names), group reference (using words such as “we” or
“us”), social sharing (providing information not related to the class), and course reflection. The
interactive indicators were acknowledgement by referring directly to a classmate’s post,
agreement or disagreement, approval (words of praise or encouragement), invitation by asking
questions or soliciting a response, and personal advice. Results showed that discussion board
communication exhibited all types of indicators, with the cohesive indicators as the least used. A
discussion board was determined to be an effective method of creating social presence,
increasing immediacy, reducing psychological distance, and developing a sense of community.
Interactivity via discussion boards is also impacted by the frequency and length of students’
responses and the value the instructor puts on the discussion (Swan, 2002).
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Interaction between instructors and students in online classes is important for creating a
sense of community because the type of interaction is very different compared to a face-to-face
class. In a face-to-face class, instructors can exhibit more immediacy behaviors which can reduce
the psychological distance between instructors and students. Examples of these behaviors include
verbal expressions to include “giving praise, soliciting viewpoints, use of humor, [and] self
disclosure” as well as non-verbal cues including “physical proximity, touch, eye contact, facial
expressions, [and] gestures” (Swan, 2002, p. 25). An online class would rely more heavily on
verbal behaviors, more often through text than through video, to convey similar types of
immediacy behaviors. Although the psychological distance in an online class may be greater
because of the nature of the format, it is still possible to establish immediacy in online classes.
Interaction between students and the instructor and between students and other students
was determined to be important in the study by Kim et al. (2016). Participants responded that
interaction between the instructor and students is an essential part of online learning, and over
87% believed that interaction among students is essential. Results also showed that students felt
like their online courses were set up to facilitate both types of interaction, but over 25% of
students believed that the quality of those interactions was not high. Kim et al. recommended
that in graduate online courses, faculty and graduate schools should put a greater emphasis on the
need for high-quality interactions.
A comparison of students’ perceptions of online interaction between undergraduate and
graduate students was conducted by Billings et al. (2005). This study aimed to identify
generational differences to improve the quality of online learning. The results indicated that
undergraduate students perceived more interaction between students and faculty than the
graduate students. Undergraduate students also reported having stronger feelings of connection
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with classmates than graduate students, although, interestingly, the study did not reveal
significant differences in the perception of the degree of collaboration or interaction with peers.
Thus, it may be hard to determine why the feeling of connection among undergraduates was
stronger. Billings et al. proposed that undergraduates may have had more feelings of connection
because their nursing programs also included some in-person classes and clinicals which
increased their interactions with the faculty. Another suggested reason was that generational
differences account for different feelings of connectedness since Gen Xers and Millennials prefer
learning that involves teamwork, group involvement, and experiential activities, whereas many
graduate students may be more accustomed to more passive learning styles (Billing et al., 2005).
Results from Billings et al. (2005) also showed that graduate students spent more time
studying online than undergraduate students. No significant differences were noted on scores of
professionalism, satisfaction with the course, or willingness to be responsible for their own
learning. This study presented a surprising finding because most graduate programs would be
expected to create a stronger sense of community and interaction due to the smaller numbers of
students in a program and the greater likelihood of taking multiple classes together as students
progress through a program. This study is also significant because it highlighted the need to
compare the experiences of undergraduate and graduate students, and it emphasized the
importance of identifying factors which create asynchronous learning communities.
The Role of the Instructor
Online instructors have a wide range of involvement in online classes. Some have little
participation and only post and grade assignments with minimal feedback and responses to
students’ queries. Others are highly interactive with students and participate in discussions, meet
with them in synchronous videos, provide timely and substantive feedback and responses, and
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create assignments that are engaging and challenging. Some important actions that teachers
should consider in an online course are the design and organization of the course,
communication with students, sharing of information with students, and efforts to create a sense
of community (Sheridan & Kelly, 2010).
Research supports the idea that the role of the teacher is essential in creating a sense of
community (e.g. Karkar-Esperat, 2018; Shea et al., 2005; Yuan & Kim, 2014). The teacher both
creates the learning environment that facilitates the development of a sense of community among
students and is an important member of that community as well, with students showing a
stronger sense of community when they had more interactions with the teacher.
Anderson et al. (2001) focused on three primary roles of the teacher in creating teacher
presence: instructional design and organization of the educational experience, facilitation of
discourse and the social environment, and provider of direct instruction as an expert in the
subject matter. Anderson et al. thus define teaching presence as “the design, facilitation, and
direction of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful
and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (p. 5). The design of the course may be
extensive and involves determining how the course will be structured, which curriculum
materials will be used, which teaching methods will be used, how parameters and guidelines will
be presented, and how students will be evaluated. The second role of facilitating discourse
should focus on keeping students interested, motivated, and engaged. Anderson et al. proposed
that teachers should play an active part in the learning community by commenting on students’
postings, providing encouragement, and being a role model. In a discussion board, for example,
teachers could make comments to show areas of agreement or disagreement, point out a
consensus of ideas, acknowledge students’ comments and encourage participation, and establish
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a climate that promotes trying out new ideas. Finally, for direct instruction, teachers take a lead
role in sharing the subject matter and their expertise on it with the students. Teachers are
expected to have a deep understanding of the content as well as personal interest and excitement
about the topic and should share that with students. Other elements of direct instruction include
providing assessments and feedback (Anderson et al., 2001). A high level of teacher presence
enhances the learning environment and leads to a sense of community.
Karkar-Esperat (2018) also emphasized the critical role of the instructor in creating a
learning environment that promotes interaction. In addition to finding interactive course
activities, the teacher must be prompt in responding to students, clear in structuring the course,
able to use technology effectively, and available. Xiaojing et al. (2007) stated that instructor
presence, instructional design, direct facilitation of and participation in discussions,
establishment of a friendly environment, ample and quick feedback, attention to individual
questions and concerns, posting of regular course announcements, and even personal tone were
just a few of the ways teachers can help students to feel less isolated and more a part of a
classroom community. Shea and Bidjerano (2009) showed that instructors can establish a social
environment that creates community by actively participating in online discussions and keeping
conversations focused on relevant topics. Active instructor participation also led to students’
reports of higher cognitive presence.
Active instructor involvement in communicating with students leads to a stronger teacher
presence. To study this concept, Kebble (2017) conducted a two-cycle participatory action
research project aimed at improving discussion board assignments and email communication in
large, asynchronous online classes. Some of the initial issues were large discussion groups, too
many topics, insufficient communication with the instructor, and an unclear assessment system.
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The revised plan actions in the second cycle included providing a weekly discussion board
summary of exemplary comments from students, reducing the number of discussion board topics
per week (from 3-8 to 2-4), emailing a weekly newsletter, and providing clearer assessment
guidelines. Data showed that students found these changes to improve the course and increase
their participation. Thus, teachers create a more engaged learning community when they are
strategic about using discussion boards and email communication (Kebble, 2017).
Students in online classes often show a preference for teachers who are engaged with the
students and who have a strong presence in the class (Rath et al., 2019). Based on open-ended
questions in a survey of graduate students in business, Jamison and Bolliger (2020) found that
instructors commonly used discussion forums and interactive team assignments but that students
would like for instructors to participate more actively in discussion board forums, offer more
synchronous activities, and provide more prompt feedback. Jamison and Bolliger stated that
“instructors who do not get involved in online discussions miss a prime opportunity to interact
and connect with their students” (p. 281). Hence, the instructor’s degree of interactivity with
students and the class plays a significant role in the class developing a sense of community and
can indirectly affect students’ satisfaction levels and degree of learning.
Stone and Springer (2019) suggested that teacher presence can be created by specific
activities, such as course introductions, welcome videos, active facilitation of and participation in
discussions, and prompt feedback. Participants in their study also pointed out the need for the
class to have a personal and welcoming touch provided by the teacher. Stone and Springer
pointed out that a strong teacher presence and an engaging course design can significantly
improve the experiences of online students. In fact, in the interviews they conducted, the most
commonly stated factor to enhance student engagement was the role of the online teacher.
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Another conclusion of their study was that when teacher presence and course design are strong,
the increased level of student engagement also leads to higher rates of both completion and
retention.
The instructor’s degree of interaction with online students is associated with both the
sense of community and students’ satisfaction and overall perception of the course. In a survey
of university students to study sense of community, Ouzts (2006) found that courses that were
rated as having a low sense of community had teachers that were described negatively, such as
being disengaged or not available. These teachers did not clarify expectations, provide feedback,
or connect with the students in any way. Students worked in isolation and did not interact with
each other or form relationships. Some students described this type of class as a miserable
experience. In contrast, when students rated a course as high in sense of community, the teachers
were described positively as interacting, providing clear instructions, spending time with
students, being open, and being personable. Students also developed strong connections with
each other in this type of class and spoke highly of the class and the learning experience. Results
from this study showed that the quality of online classes is higher when social constructivist
learning activities promote the development of a sense of community (Ouzts, 2006).
In addition to interaction, the degree of teacher presence can be determined by other
factors. Sheridan and Kelly (2010) examined students’ perceptions of what they considered to be
the most important indicators of teacher presence. The indicators that ranked highest were
making course requirements clear, including guidelines for participation; responding to the needs
of students; and providing timely information and feedback. The three indicators that ranked the
lowest in importance to students were teacher participation in synchronous chats, chapter
quizzes, and a teacher’s personal website that students could go to. Some surprising results were
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that over half of the respondents did not place a high value on an initial face-to-face meeting or
weekly synchronous meetings. Students also did not place a high rating on establishing a sense
of community; however, other indicators which created a sense of community were rated higher
such as creating a sense of belonging and a feeling of trust and acceptance (Sheridan & Kelly,
2010). Thus, students’ perceptions of teacher presence may be different from what teachers
expect.
Shea et al. (2005) sought to determine which teaching behaviors best created teacher
presence and learning environments that made students feel a sense of community, which they
believe is an important part of high-quality online education. Their findings indicated that the
two most important components of teacher presence were the design and organization of the
course and the teacher’s facilitation of the course. Direct instruction was shown to be less
important than previously believed. Results also showed that students’ sense of a learning
community could best be predicted by students’ recognition of the teacher’s facilitation of the
course, the instructional design, and student’s gender. Shea et al. concluded that teaching
presence does impact students’ sense of community and that the higher the teacher presence
score, the higher the score for sense of community. The most important element of teacher
presence was shown to be directed facilitation, which refers to how actively the teacher guides
the discourse, creates a welcoming climate for learning, helps students stay on track, comments
on areas of agreement or disagreement, acknowledges students’ contributions, adds their own
knowledge to the discussion, and makes sure that students understand the material and
discussions (Shea et al., 2005). Thus, teacher presence is a critical component in developing a
sense of community, and when the teacher presence is higher, both the sense of community and
the quality of the education are also higher.
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The teacher’s role in a social constructivist learning environment which focuses on
community and social learning is critical. Ruey (2010) found that elaborate feedback and
explanations were positively associated with student achievement. With the teacher playing an
active role in the knowledge construction process, a higher level of meaningful and authentic
learning takes place. Exter et al. (2009) also found that instructors played a significant role in
developing a sense of community in classes. Instructors who were more proficient with the
technology and who used teaching techniques to create more communication in the online
classes were more effective in creating feelings of connectedness and community.
Teaching Tips
Research on the role of the instructor in creating a sense of community includes various
teaching tips. For example, a common recommendation is for online teachers to include class
introductions, whether through discussion boards or videos, because initial meetings can provide
a good foundation for a sense of community, especially when they are held synchronously or in
person. Moore (2014) found that including an instructor-created welcoming video made students
feel more a part of a community. Moore also required students to meet face-to-face with the
instructor twice a semester, once at the beginning of the semester and another time after the first
exam. This requirement made it less intimidating for students to seek help or ask questions later
and established rapport with the teacher.
Communicating frequently and responding in a timely manner to students’ queries is
another tip that can make students feel connected. In a mixed-methods study aimed at
understanding online students’ perceptions and experiences, Rath et al. (2019) found that
students considered effective communication as a critical element of a successful online course.
One finding was that “most salient was the idea that professors answer their emails and respond
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quickly to student inquiries” (p. 9). Other suggestions included clear due dates and instructions,
early access to course material, not too many activities, and inclusion of video. Rath et al. also
found that some online students feared the reduced amount of face-to-face contact with the
teacher and classmates would lead to a feeling of isolation; thus, instructors should seek to build
a sense of community. Teachers can enhance their teacher presence through prompt responses to
students’ queries, personalized instructional videos, and well-structured collaborative
assignments and discussion boards.
If teachers are overwhelmed by the number of discussion board posts and emails to
respond to, Kebble (2017) recommended using weekly email announcements to summarize
exemplary discussion board posts and to address students’ questions. These types of
announcements reduced the number of queries about the class, kept students on track, and
created a learning community.
Email correspondence was also the focus of a study by LaBarbera (2013), who found that
teachers who interacted with students via email to communicate non-course related topics as well
as course-related topics created a greater sense of connectedness among their students. In this
particular study at a private school, the non-course related topics included prayer requests and
explanations of personal struggles students were facing. Email correspondence also strongly
correlated with students’ perception of their instructors’ support and overall satisfaction with the
course. A sense of connectedness was also found to be enhanced by instructors’ feedback on
assignments and time the instructor spent interacting with students.
Timely and personalized feedback in written form on assignments creates feelings of
connectedness and a sense of community and leads to higher levels of student satisfaction
(LaBarbera, 2013). These types of comments can also make instructors seem more personable
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and enhance the degree of teacher presence. Teachers who do not offer timely feedback or
responses to questions from students create feelings of disconnection and dissatisfaction.
LaBarbera also pointed out that teachers can enhance their presence in the classroom by
participating in online discussions and by modeling online interactions. The more frequent the
teacher-student interactions, the more likely that a sense of community will develop.
In addition to timely responses, consistent feedback, and discussion board participation,
other tips are to provide more audiovisual materials and develop technical competence and
expertise in online delivery platforms (Karkar-Esperat, 2018). Jamison and Bolliger (2020)
pointed to ways that teachers can create social connectedness by including synchronous
components in asynchronous classes, having authentic interactions, creating spaces for out-ofclass interactions, and offering “timely, meaningful, and personalized feedback that is
constructive” (p. 277) so that students can create a persona of the instructor.
Yuan and Kim (2014) also offered the following specific guidelines for instructors:
(1) Make students aware of the importance of learning communities from the beginning of the
class; (2) Be active, along with students, in building the community through both social
presence, created from collaboration, relationship building, and timely responses, and teacher
presence, which is enhanced by effective course design, active participation in discussions, quick
feedback, and emotional support; (3) Create a shared space through both synchronous and
asynchronous technologies; (4) Use strategies to stimulate discussions, such as assigning roles,
using debate topics, inviting guest speakers, and discussing case studies; (5) Create assignments
that require collaboration but also include individual assignments since some students are
solitary learners.
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Some teaching strategies to create a sense of community can be learned by looking at
online programs aimed at preparing students for college. Lambrindis (2014) focused on ways to
improve retention through an online pre-university program aimed at familiarizing students with
academic expectations. This program focused on students from non-traditional backgrounds for
whom social presence is even more important for creating feelings of community. The study
showed that instructors can enhance the effectiveness of online course delivery and facilitate
student engagement through creating social presence and connecting students to each other.
Through surveys of students in this program, Lambrindis found that synchronous online tutorials
decreased feelings of isolation and increased feelings of connection; that opportunities to ask
questions and get immediate feedback from synchronous online tutorials are valuable; that video
clips were a useful learning tool; that for discussion boards to be effective, the instructor should
post actively and regularly; and that “student learning and satisfaction with online courses is
related to their perceptions of social presence and the degree of interaction with the instructor
and fellow students” (pp. 265-266).
Another tip is that teachers must recognize their students’ different learning stages. Rovai
(2002a) acknowledged that “good teaching is situational and requires that the online instructor
design and facilitate an online course that accommodates the needs of all learners, regardless of
their stage of learning” (p. 10). To accommodate those needs, instructors must understand where
students are in that path and provide the appropriate amount of structure, lecture, and dialogue to
meet their needs. Rovai also recognized that some online classes are very large and that
developing a sense of community in classes of over thirty students may be a challenge. Strategies
such as team teaching, enlisting the help of teaching assistants, or dividing large classes into
smaller discussion groups can make smaller-group interactions possible.
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Garrison et al. (2000) suggested that teachers encourage reflection of content and not
overwhelm students with too much content so that students have time to analyze the content
critically. Asynchronous discussions on a given topic should be limited to a week or two. Some
other tips are using group size strategically (such as small break-out groups) and including some
face-to-face sessions, especially an initial one if possible.
Steele et al. (2018) considered the level of connection between students and teachers by
examining whether instructor-generated audio lectures engaged online students more than
depersonalized audio lectures. These researchers argued that digitally recorded audio lectures
have a greater cognitive value than text-based material, partly because the human voice makes
students feel more connected. Audio lectures have other benefits of increased mobility so that
students can listen while they are on the go, a requirement of less bandwidth, greater ease in
creation, and an increase in student learning. Instructor-generated supplements promote a higher
degree of student engagement with the material, and this engagement “is essential in the online
classroom due to the remote, isolated nature of the learning environment” (p. 131). Steele et al.
also theorized that instructor-created audio lectures decrease the psychological separation
between students and the instructor by adding a personal and human element that reveals the
teacher’s personality and increases teacher presence. The results of their study showed that
online students found the personalized audio lectures to be useful in learning the course content
and in connecting them to the instructor and the classroom. The findings also showed that
students listened twice as much and paid more attention to personalized audio lectures compared
to standard lectures. Some other suggested ways to use personalized audio recordings included
announcements, feedback, and discussion board responses. By increasing teacher presence,
personalized audio lectures enhanced the sense of community.
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In Alsandor and Trout’s 2020 study about the isolation and stress caused by the COVID19 pandemic, online students reported developing a sense of community as a result of the
instructor offering a check-in period during synchronous class sessions. Students expressed that
the online class, with a period of time at the beginning of synchronous group meetings that
allowed for them to check in with each other and discuss any topic of concern, gave them a sense
of community, made them feel connected, and helped them to cope with the pandemic challenges
of stress, homesickness, loneliness, lack of focus, and difficulty keeping up with school work.
The researchers believed that these check-in sessions and the online class fostered students’ wellbeing and led to a decline in the number of students struggling. The article also proposed that
conversations became more meaningful, both between the students and between the students and
the instructor. They stated that “engaging in conversations with peers helped students to see they
were not alone in their struggles due to the pandemic and having a safe space allowed them to
feel free to share their experiences” (p. 153). Thus, a sense of community in an online class can
help students in times of crisis, such as the pandemic. By extension, a sense of community might
also help students in normal times to deal with some of those same types of struggles.
Establishing Connectedness
Establishing connectedness is another way to create a sense of community. In a study of
student connectedness in online classes, Hehir et al. (2021) defined connectedness as “the
perception of belonging” (p. 6351) and stated that it reflects a sense of social relationships.
Connectedness increases health, well-being, and academic success and “acts as a protective
factor against physical and psychological distance and from feelings of isolation and loneliness”
(p. 6532). These researchers considered how connectedness offset feelings of isolation and
loneliness that resulted from the COVID-19 pandemic, which disrupted student interactions.
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From a review of 17 scholarly articles, Hehir et al. identified five themes of connectedness in
online classes: usability, teacher presence, immediacy, synchronicity, and community. Usability
refers to the digital platform (such as D2L, Blackboard, or Canvas) of the course and the degree
of information technology support. If students are familiar with the platform and can access and
use it easily, then they are more likely to feel connected. Teacher interaction was subdivided into
two subthemes of teacher presence and teacher voice. Teacher presence comes from personalized
teacher interaction, approachability, feedback, and visibility such as from being able to see a
teacher’s face in an instructional video. Teacher voice, as in personalized audio and video
lectures, adds the human touch and increases student connectedness and engagement in the class.
In fact, a video introduction made by the instructor at the beginning of the course is one of the
best strategies to increase connectedness (Hehir et al., 2021).
The third theme of immediacy refers to the response time for instructor feedback. When
instructors provide immediate feedback on assignments and responses to emails, students feel
more connected. Delayed responses were identified as a key factor for lack of connection and for
a cause of dissatisfaction with the course (Hehir et al., 2021). Fourth, synchronicity refers to
class activities, lectures, or assignments that are scheduled so that students have real-time
interactions, such as in-person or video meetings. Hehir et al. showed that students prefer
synchronous interactions in discussions. Some online instructors have included synchronous
elements as part of the course or have offered those as options for fully-online programs. The
fifth factor of community is also critical for students to feel connected. Online lectures,
discussion boards, and collaborative assignments are some common tools instructors use to
create community. A sense of community was also linked to higher student retention rates and
greater levels of satisfaction with the course (Hehir et al., 2021).
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Connectedness is closely related to a feeling of cohesion. Babak et al. (2010) found that
two underlying dimensions of sense of community were the individual students’ sense of
cohesion and the awareness of others in the class. Sense of cohesion can include emotional
elements such as liking others, caring for them, or feeling a bond and sense of belonging. The
study also showed that a learner’s characteristics, such as age, gender, and marital status can
impact the sense of cohesion, but the instructor’s characteristics did not impact sense of
cohesion. Both technical and course characteristics were shown to impact students’ awareness of
others, suggesting that well-organized courses using enhanced technical features may be more
successful in creating a sense of community.
Boardman et al. (2021) examined connectedness at an undergraduate liberal arts college
after the college switched to emergency remote learning in the spring 2020 semester as a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic. They commented that feelings of connection are important in
academic settings for both learning and being social. These feelings of connection with both
classmates and the instructor can affect both motivation and student performance. Boardman et
al. found that students felt significantly less connected to each other after their courses converted
to an online format, that students were less motivated to complete assignments, that students
spent less time and less effort on assignments, that students procrastinated more and participated
less, and that students attended fewer classes compared to attendance for the face-to-face class.
The study also showed that students felt more connected to their professors, largely attributed to
Zoom meetings and email communication. Additionally, the GPA of students did not change
significantly after the shift to online classes. The researchers concluded that low interaction rates
in online classes are linked to the decreased feelings of connections but that Zoom calls and
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emails helped students to feel some connection with their professors and peers (Boardman et al.,
2021).
It is often the case that students in online classes do not experience feelings of
connectedness or a strong sense of community. For example, Jamison and Bolliger (2020)
measured connectedness by four components: comfort, community, facilitation of learning, and
interaction and collaboration. They found that over 90% of respondents felt comfortable with the
technology and perceived online classes as a safe environment where they could communicate
and share ideas with classmates. However, overall fewer than half of the students felt a sense of
community or felt like they could get to know the instructor or peers well. Results about
facilitation of learning showed that students thought instructors promoted collaboration and
interaction, but only about one-third said that instructors participated in discussion boards.
Additionally, there were significant differences based on gender, with men scoring higher on
connectedness scores than women, and students who were in their second year of school scored
higher on connectedness than first-year students (Jamison & Bolliger, 2020).
Although feelings of connectedness can and do lead to a sense of community, not all
online students experience these connections or this sense of community. Online instructors and
course designers must determine if and how they want their courses to be set up in such a way
that fosters the development of these feelings.
Collaboration
Collaborative learning can create a sense of community and can take many forms such as
group projects or presentations, paired tasks, collaborative writing through shared documents
(such as using Google Docs), reading groups, resource sharing, and both small- and large-group
discussions, which can take place asynchronously through discussion boards. Garrison et al.
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(2000) stated that collaboration is a critical element in creating social presence and described the
collaborative process as one where “critical reflection and discourse are encouraged and
practiced” (p. 95). Furthermore, true collaboration involves shared discovery and knowledge
creation. Garrison et al. explained, “Collaboration is an approach to teaching and learning that
goes beyond simple interaction and declarative instructions. Collaboration must draw learners
into a shared experience for the purposes of constructing and confirming meaning” (p. 95).
Collaboration requires more personal investment of mental energy compared to just speaking or
listening within a group. Collaboration involves a united effort to create group cohesion and
active participation toward a common goal. In educational contexts, collaboration also serves a
social purpose by helping group members understand the processes and culture of their chosen
field of study (Garrison et al., 2000). When students choose their majors, they begin to learn the
lingo of their departments and how to relate with others in the same field according to the social
guidelines of that subculture.
The value of collaboration is further illustrated by Chatterjee and Correia (2020), who
presented a study that showed a significant positive correlation between students’ attitudes
toward collaboration in online classes and sense of community. Results also showed that
graduate students showed a higher positive correlation between attitudes about collaboration and
sense of community compared to undergraduates. The researchers examined correlations
between positive and negative attitudes and four dimensions of sense of community:
membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional needs. The
study showed that there was a much higher correlation between positive attitude and these
dimensions than between negative attitude and these dimensions. The researchers concluded that
the more positive students’ attitudes were toward collaborative learning, the higher their sense of
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community. Thus, online educators may want to incorporate more collaborative assignments and
help students see the value in this type of learning.
Collaboration also leads to greater knowledge. Palloff and Pratt (2007) wrote that
collaboration leads to a deeper level of knowledge and creates interdependence among learners.
Another result is that feelings of loneliness and isolation, which are common in online classes,
are partially alleviated:
By learning together in a learning community, students have the opportunity to extend
and deepen their learning experience, test out new ideas by sharing them with a
supportive group, and receive critical and constructive feedback. The likelihood of
successful achievement of learning objectives and achieving course competencies
increases through collaborative engagement. (p. 158)
Some specific steps that Palloff and Pratt proposed to promote collaboration are to explain its
benefits early on in the class, to create a platform for student introductions, to provide instructor
responses to students’ introductory posts, and to allow students to state their expectations for the
course. The introductory posts are particularly important to establish a collaborative environment
because they create social presence, and it is critical that the instructor respond to this post to
make students feel acknowledged and safe to share their thoughts and comments about
themselves (Palloff & Pratt, 2007). Collaboration is thus beneficial in promoting
interdependence which enhances learning, communication, and sense of community.
In another study, MacMahon et al. (2020) pointed out that online formats can make
collaboration more difficult because of the physical disconnection; however, online
collaborations can be successful if they include adequate opportunities for students to share,
contribute, build trust, develop interpersonal relationships, and establish a sense of community.
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The Role of Cohorts
Many academic programs put students into cohorts as the students progress through their
coursework. In educational settings, a cohort refers to a group of students who begin an
educational program at the same time and who typically take the same classes together for the
duration of their program. Students in cohorts often develop supportive relationships and a sense
of interdependence as they work toward common goals. Cohorts may also increase the degree of
communication between classmates because of the familiarity and trust that students develop
with each other. As a result, cohorts often create a sense of community due to students’
consistent interaction, feeling of trust, and shared goals (Blankenship & Gibson, 2016; Byrd,
2016; Harris, 2006 - 2007).
Blankenship and Gibson (2016) examined whether masters’ degree students in
communication who were part of a closed-cohort structure of an online program perceived
themselves as being part of a learning community. Three types of cohorts were described: fluid,
which allows students to choose when they take courses; open, which requires that some but not
all classes be taken together; and closed, which is set up so that students start together, take all
classes together, and end together. Some benefits of cohort designs include the development of
better critical thinking skills, improved communication skills, higher grades, and higher retention
rates. Some drawbacks include the lack of flexibility in courses, the lack of diversity in the
groups (i.e., the same people in every class), and the development of cliques and “behavioral and
intellectual conformity” (p. 428). Results of the study revealed that students were not very
familiar with the cohort structure prior to enrolling and that the most important structural
elements were professional networks, a long-term support system, small classes, and a set
curriculum. The most common communication channel was Facebook for both course-related
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and non-course-related topics. Students expressed a strong sense of community with a mean
score of 6.1 (out of seven). Finally, students perceived that the closed cohort created networking
opportunities for career advancement. The overall conclusion was that “a closed-cohort structure
for an online master’s program in communication can provide students with a consistent source
of support, collaboration, and peer learning” (p. 434).
Cohorts are also mentioned by Berry (2019) as a type of community space, along with the
classroom, small groups or friends in a program, and peer study groups. According to Berry, the
classroom is often the focus of research on sense of community but there are these other
important spheres where sense of community can be developed. Cohorts may also lead to greater
social presence, which creates a sense of community in a learning environment and which makes
students feel more engaged and satisfied with online programs.
Byrd (2016) found that cohorts were one of four key factors which led to a sense of
community among doctoral students in this study. The other factors were a face-to-face
orientation session; faith, prayer, and spirituality; and challenge and tragedy. Students in this
particular cohort were together for at least three years and took the same courses together each
semester. Findings from interviews with twelve doctoral students showed that the cohort created
a sense of community by providing a sense of security, support in overcoming anxiety, mutual
encouragement, a feeling of family, and a group to confide in and find comfort in. Sense of
community was found to be a positive influence on the students (Byrd, 2016).
Benefits of closed-cohort systems in traditional, face-to-face classes could extend to
online formats. Harris (2006 - 2007) identified how cohorts were instrumental in creating a sense
of community in a study of adult college students. Some of those benefits included increased
levels of mental processing, greater personal growth and knowledge, mutual support, feelings of
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interdependence, team spirit, family-like bonds, and the meeting of needs for affiliation. Another
finding was that the second-rated item for creating sense of community was having a unifying
goal. Working toward the same goal is one of the defining elements of a community. The
highest-ranked item for developing sense of community in this study was a weekly devotion
where students took turns beginning a class with spiritual-focused encouraging and positive
words. Students in this study also expressed that their cohort helped them to complete their
degree. Although the characteristics of this cohort might be unique as in having a devotion to
begin a class and meeting in person, the study emphasized the affective and academic benefits of
being in a cohort, benefits that can also be found in online cohorts.
Immersive Online Learning Environments
Another way that some instructors are creating a sense of community online is through
immersive online learning environments. These are programs with online environments where
students create avatars that can roam virtual landscapes, rooms, and buildings; meet with others
in small groups; and interact using text, audio, and video. A few examples of these environments
are ActiveWorlds, Teleplace, and OpenQwaq (McClannon et al., 2018). This immersive
technology creates a perception of reality through virtual sensory experiences, much like an
online video game. McClannon et al. described how graduate students enrolled in courses with
an immersive online learning environment demonstrated stronger senses of presence and
community than students in hybrid classes that did not have the immersive element. Faculty in an
instructional technology program were dissatisfied with the way that online courses lacked
interaction, engagement, and collaboration and did not allow for the social construction of
knowledge. The faculty believed that learning in their online classes was passive and isolating. In
response, over a dozen faculty began using an immersive online learning environment with
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positive results. Faculty described these platforms as having “multiple manifestations of
presence” that could lead to a social construction of knowledge (McClannon et al., 2018, p. 143).
The researchers surveyed 1,053 graduate students who were enrolled in either a fully online
immersive course or a hybrid course with an online immersive component. The results also
showed that students in the fully online immersive program had a greater sense of community
and presence than those in the hybrid courses.
Alternative Perspectives on Sense of Community
Even though much research has established the value and importance of sense of
community in online classes, the fact remains that many students do not think it is important, do
not want it, and are not interested in class activities that try to promote it. These students often
choose asynchronous online classes because of the independence, convenience, and flexibility
they offer and may just want to complete their assignments and log off with as little interaction
as possible. Many of these students may have employment or childcare priorities that do not
allow for the extra time required to build a sense of community, or they may have introvertive
personalities and do not want to interact with others. Hehir et al. (2021) found that “some
students have little desire to be part of the learning community and do not require the feeling of
connection to develop a positive student experience” (p. 6545). These students may have chosen
online learning because of the autonomous learning style it offers.
Several other researchers have had similar findings that some online students do not feel
a sense of community is necessary and do not want or demand it from their online program
(Drouin, 2008; Jamison & Bolliger, 2020). Often, the reason students do not desire this
connectedness is because of work, family, or other time constraints, all of which may have been
factors in choosing online formats in the first place (Jamison & Bolliger, 2020). In their analysis
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of differences between residential and online programs, Exter et al. (2009) found that the
majority of students in the online program had full-time jobs and family and geographic
constraints that limited their interest in departmental programs outside of class aimed at
developing a sense of community. For that reason, developing a sense of community was less of
a priority for them, and at least one student in the interviews said that sense of community is not
something needed at all (Exter et al., 2009). Respondents in other studies also commented that
they did not have an expectation of developing community or communicating much with their
classmates (Drouin, 2008).
Another consideration is that some students prefer to learn independently. Yuan and Kim
(2014) found that not all online learners favor interacting with their peers, but they all highly
valued interacting with their instructors. Some students favor independent learning and
individual assignments. As solitary learners, they benefit the most from their own interaction
with the content, reading, reflecting, and thinking.
Faculty perceptions about the importance of community in their online classes are mixed.
Xiaojing et al. (2007) showed that most instructors were not community-minded and many
thought sense of community was an irrelevant concept and that trying to develop it in their
classes was an extra burden. One teacher in this study explained this perspective:
It’s [sense of community] not necessary. It’s irrelevant. Most of these [students] are
people working by themselves. They are people who hold down a regular job; they’re
really not interested in trying to build social connections or anything like [that]. (p. 17)
Other instructors saw some value in a sense of community because it helped students understand
complex business practices.
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Berry (2019) also found that instructors’ perceptions about how important it is for them
to strive to create a sense of community vary. This study addressed the role of online instructors
in creating a sense of community in a synchronous online doctoral program. Results showed that
faculty wanted to create a space where students were comfortable connecting and sharing with
each other. One instructor described her role as modeling peer support and promoting reflective
activities like peer review. Some instructors used discussions on both course content and
personal topics. Other instructors felt that class time and the need to cover a certain amount of
material limited opportunities for social interactions. Some teachers valued sense of community
and assigned tasks that created it, while other teachers thought that there was not enough time to
cover the content and be concerned with social interactions or that it was not their job to be
concerned with sense of community. Berry addressed the different perspectives here:
While it is important to use a variety of strategies to promote peer interaction, such as
discussion groups, peer review, and informal discussions about students’ personal and
professional lives, faculty also had an obligation to teach the curriculum. Social
interactions were important, but it was the students’ responsibility to do the bulk of their
relationship-building outside of class. (p. 186)
Thus, perspectives of faculty are mixed about how much time they should be dedicating to
interacting with students and enhancing their teacher presence.
Finally, the course design can also affect the degree of sense of community that can be
expected to be created. If institutions require large class sizes, some even over 100 students,
interaction and communication will consequently be inhibited, and teachers will have much more
difficulty creating a sense of community. This institutional barrier about class size is sometimes
coupled with another barrier of insufficient time allowed for teaching as when teachers are given
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overloads of multiple courses. Hence, for the development of a sense of community to take place
on a large scale, there must be some level of institutional support and commitment to minimize
these types of barriers (Stone & Springer, 2019). The alternative perspectives about sense of
community thus show that not all students and instructors have bought into the idea about its
need, value, or worth or that the design of the course in terms of the student-teacher ratio may
make creating a sense of community especially challenging if not impossible.
Chapter Summary
Past research has provided insight on what a sense of community is; theories of how
people learn and of different community models; the benefits of a learning community; the
problems with online learning; ways to create a sense of community through different types of
interaction, the critical role of the instructor, connectedness, collaboration, cohorts, and
immersive learning environments; and recognition of the fact that some students and instructors
do not believe a sense of community is important. Although much of the literature reflects
studies of either undergraduate or graduate students, only a few have provided a comparative
analysis of the experiences of these types of students. Therefore, there is a gap in the literature
comparing what undergraduate and graduate students perceive about the importance of sense of
community and whether they have experienced a sense of community and felt its presence in
their classes. Furthermore, if they do feel a sense of community, future research should examine
to what extent that feeling affects their satisfaction in the course, perceived cognitive learning,
and likelihood of completing the course and academic program. Understanding the differences
between the experiences and perceptions of undergraduate and graduate students about sense of
community in online learning can inform online course and program designers and instructors
about the best ways to maintain a high level of quality in online education.
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Chapter 3. Research Methodology
This chapter includes an introduction to the research method, the research questions and
null hypotheses, instrumentation, sample and population, data collection, and data analysis
methods for this study. The research method was a non-experimental, comparative quantitative
approach. A quantitative method was selected to reach a large number of participants so that a
wide range of perspectives can be represented in the data. Larger sample sizes have the benefit
of providing more accuracy in the inferences made based on the data collected (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). The aim of quantitative research is to test objective theories by exploring
relationships among variables. Quantitative research stems from a postpositivist worldview,
which is based on the idea that knowledge comes from observing and measuring an objective
reality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Through quantitative
studies, the researcher collects data and evidence which can then allow the researcher to accept
or reject the research hypotheses (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Furthermore, a quantitative
design provides a “numeric description of trends, attitudes, or opinions of a population by
studying a sample of that population” (p. 12). In quantitative research, the results of the sample
may be generalizable to the broader population.
The purpose of this study was to determine if there are significant differences between
the perceptions of undergraduate and graduate students about the importance and presence of
sense of community in online classes at two southern public universities. In this study, I also
examined whether there was a significant relationship between sense of community and
students’ satisfaction with the course and between sense of community and students’ perceived
increases in cognitive learning in the course. I also explored online students’ perceptions about
how sense of community can be created in online classrooms. The problem that this study
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addressed was that isolation in online classes can lead to less satisfaction, less learning, and
lower retention rates. The results of this study have the potential to guide educators and
administrators about better ways to design and facilitate online classes to improve the quality of
online education.
The comparative statistical analysis provided insights about how online classes may
need to be designed and taught differently based on the level of students, whether undergraduate
or graduate. The data also provided information about how important and prevalent a sense of
community is for online students and whether instructors should design their courses to create
this feeling of a learning community. An analysis of data based on gender aimed to determine
whether male or female students placed a higher value on sense of community and perceived its
presence more strongly. An analysis based on the type of online courses students have taken,
whether synchronous, asynchronous, or a combination of both, was designed to offer
perspectives about the value of these different types of formats. Correlational data showed
relationships between students’ sense of community and level of satisfaction with the course
and between students’ sense of community and perceptions of increases in cognitive learning.
This data may help researchers and educators either validate or reject learning theories about the
role of social interaction in cognitive development and knowledge acquisition. A survey item
regarding how sense of community is created such as by using discussion boards, group work,
or synchronous video meetings provided more insight on these and other common teaching
methods, and a final open-ended question allowed participants to expand the discussion on
sense of community or to comment on any other points from the survey that they felt were
important to be addressed.
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Research Questions and Null Hypotheses
The following research questions and null hypotheses provided a focus for this study:
Research Question 1: Is there a significant difference in the Importance of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the Sense of Community Survey between undergraduate and
graduate students taking online classes?
H01: There is no significant difference in the Importance of Sense of Community
dimension scores on the Sense of Community Survey between undergraduate and graduate
students taking online classes.
Research Question 2: Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence
of Sense of Community dimension scores on the survey between undergraduate and graduate
students taking online classes?
H02: There is no significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the survey between undergraduate and graduate students taking
online classes.
Research Question 3: Are there any significant differences in the Perceptions of the
Presence of Sense of Community dimension scores on the survey among freshmen, sophomores,
juniors, seniors, and graduate students taking online classes?
H03: There are no significant differences in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the survey among freshmen, sophomores, juniors, seniors, and
graduate students taking online classes.
Research Question 4: Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence
of Sense of Community dimension scores between male and female students at both the
undergraduate and graduate levels?
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H04: There is no significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores between male and female students at both the undergraduate and
graduate levels.
Research Question 5: Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence
of Sense of Community dimension scores on the survey among students taking asynchronous
online classes, students taking synchronous online classes, and students taking online classes
with a combination of synchronous and asynchronous elements?
H05: There is no significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the survey among students taking asynchronous online classes,
students taking synchronous online classes, and students taking online classes with a
combination of synchronous and asynchronous elements.
Research Question 6: Is there a significant correlation between the scores of the
Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community dimension and scores of the Satisfaction
with the Course dimension on the survey for both undergraduate and graduate online students?
H06: There is no significant correlation between the scores of the Perceptions of the
Presence of Sense of Community dimension and scores of the Satisfaction with the Course
dimension on the survey for both undergraduate and graduate online students.
Research Question 7: Is there a significant correlation between the scores of the
Perceptions of the Presence of the Sense of Community dimension and the scores of the
Perceptions of Increases in Cognitive Learning dimension for both undergraduate and graduate
online students?
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H07: There is no significant correlation between the scores of the Perceptions of the
Presence of the Sense of Community dimension and the scores of the Perceptions of Increases in
Cognitive Learning dimension for both undergraduate and graduate online students.
Research Question 8: What are students’ perceptions of how sense of community is
created in online classes?
Instrumentation
A survey entitled the Sense of Community Survey was created uniquely for this study.
The cover letter for the instrument first explained the purpose of the study and requirements for
participation, assured participants of anonymity and confidentiality, outlined the research benefit
of participation in the study, and asked for participants’ consent. (See Appendix.) This benefit is
that the quality of online courses may improve as a result of conclusions reached from the data.
The survey included demographic information about the participant’s current status as a
university student or recent graduate and classification (freshman, sophomore, junior, senior, or
graduate student), number of online classes taken, major or department, gender, status as a fulltime or part-time student, age, and race and ethnicity. Additional questions were about the type
of online class (synchronous, asynchronous, or a class with both synchronous and asynchronous
elements) and approximate number of people in the classes. To respond to items about taking
online classes, participants were given the following instructions: “For the following items,
consider your online class experience in general if you have taken multiple online classes. If you
have completed only one online class, use that course as a reference for your responses.” A
Likert scale from 1 - 5 was used with categories of strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor
disagree, agree, or strongly agree. The survey included 36 items overall. Of those items, 22 were
based on the following dimensions: Importance of Sense of Community, Perceptions of the
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Presence of Sense of Community, Satisfaction with the Course, and Perceptions of Increases in
Cognitive Learning.
The first dimension of the Importance of Sense of Community was based on the
following survey items:


It is important for students to interact with each other in online classes.



Collaborative learning is important for me in my online classes.



I prefer to be an independent learner. (This question was reverse scored.)



It is important for me to feel like I am part of a learning group.



I want to know my classmates in online classes.



I value a sense of community in online classes.

From these six items, a new variable labeled “Importance” was created from the average of
these six scores for each participant.
The second dimension of the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community scores
was based on the following survey items:


I felt isolated in my online classes. (This question was reverse scored.)



I got to know other students in my online classes.



I felt a sense of community with my classmates in my online classes.



I had opportunities to interact or collaborate with my classmates in my online
classes.



I felt an awareness of other classmates’ presence in my online classes.



I could turn to my online classmates for encouragement, support, or assistance.



My classmates were an important part of my learning in my online classes.



My interactions with my instructor made me feel a sense of community in my
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online classes.
From these eight items, a new variable labeled “Presence” was created by averaging these eight
scores for each participant.
The third dimension of the Satisfaction with the Online Class scores was based on the
following survey items:


I am satisfied with my online classes.



I am satisfied with the teachers of my online classes.



My online classes were worthwhile to take.



I am satisfied with my grade in my online classes.

From these four items, a new variable labeled “Satisfaction” was created by averaging these four
scores for each participant.
The fourth dimension of the Perception of Increases in Cognitive Learning was based on
the following survey items:


I learned something valuable in my online class.



My knowledge of the online class material has increased.



I achieved the learning goals of my online classes.



I grew intellectually as a result of taking my online classes.

From these four items, a new variable labeled “Learning” was created by averaging these four
scores for each participant.
An additional survey item addressed methods to create a sense of community in online
classes through class activities and practices such as discussion boards, group work, and
synchronous video meetings and asked participants to rank order the top five class activities and
practices which best create a sense of community from a list of 16 items. An open-ended
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question for additional comments on sense of community or on other points the respondents
would like to make was also included in the survey. (See Appendix for the complete survey.)
The instrument was designed to create content and construct validity because the items
were created to measure students’ perceptions of the importance and presence of sense of
community, satisfaction with the course, and perceptions of increases in cognitive learning.
Within each dimension of the survey, items were designed to create internal consistency, which
is defined as “the degree to which sets of items on an instrument behave in the same way”
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 154).
The reliability of the survey was tested using Cronbach’s Alphas to measure for internal
consistency for the four dimensions of the survey. The Cronbach’s Alpha scores for the
dimensions of Importance, Presence, Satisfaction, and Learning were .888, .881, .857, and .931,
respectively. All these scores represent high degrees of reliability for the individual dimensions.
The range of Cronbach’s Alpha scores for all four dimensions was from .857 to .931. Therefore,
the instrument can be considered to have a high degree of internal reliability.
Population and Sample
This study was conducted at two southern public universities. The first institution was a
mid-size state university in Tennessee. The second institution was a mid-size state university in
Florida. The population of this study included university students at the two selected institutions
who have taken at least one online class while in college or who were currently enrolled in an
online class in the Spring 2022 or Summer 2022 semester. The sample came from both
undergraduate and graduate students at the two universities who responded to the online survey.
The criteria for completing the survey were that students must be 18 years old and currently
enrolled at the university or a recent graduate (within the past six months). Students must also
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have completed at least one online class or be currently enrolled in an online class in the Spring
2022 or Summer 2022 semester.
The sampling method was a nonprobability convenience sample based on which
respondents were available and willing to complete the online survey. The sample consisted of
the 818 students who completed the survey, which included 352 graduate students and 466
undergraduate students.
Data Collection
First, permission to conduct this study was requested and obtained from my dissertation
chair and committee and from the East Tennessee State University Institutional Review Board
(IRB). Then, an email was sent by the institutional research offices of the two universities to
students on the respective campuses during the Spring 2022 or Summer 2022 terms. The email
included a link to the survey which was conducted using the Qualtrics platform. A reminder
email was sent one week after the survey was launched. The survey link was active for a twoweek period.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using SPSS. The following statistical tests were run using an alpha
level of .05:
Independent samples t tests were used for Research Questions 1 and 2 to compare the
mean scores between undergraduate and graduate students about their sense of the importance
and presence of sense of community.
A one-way ANOVA was used for Research Question 3 to determine if there were any
significant differences in perceptions among freshmen, sophomores, juniors, seniors, and
graduate students regarding sense of community in online classes. This test was also used for

93

Research Question 5 to determine if there was a significant difference in the perceptions of the
presence of sense of community scores among students taking asynchronous online classes,
students taking synchronous online classes, and students taking classes with both synchronous
and asynchronous elements.
A two-way ANOVA was used for Research Question 4 to determine if there were
significant differences in the perceptions of the presence of sense of community between male
and female students at both the undergraduate and graduate levels.
A Pearson correlation coefficient matrix was used for Research Question 6 to determine
if there was a significant correlation between online students’ sense of community and their
level of satisfaction with the course. This same test was also used for Research Question 7 to
determine if there was a significant correlation between students’ perceptions of sense of
community and their perceptions of increases in cognitive learning.
For Research Question 8, students ranked the top five (1-5) following class activities and
practices according to which ones created a sense of community:
1.

Welcoming messages

2.

Introductions of classmates

3.

Instructors’ announcements

4.

Posting comments on a discussion board

5.

Reading classmates’ comments on a discussion board

6.

Reading instructor’s comments on a discussion board

7.

Synchronous video meetings (e.g., via Zoom) in large groups (5 or more students)

8.

Synchronous video meetings (e.g., via Zoom) in small groups (2-4 students)

9.

Asynchronous video lectures by the instructor
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10.

Group projects

11.

Email communication with the instructor

12.

Email communication with classmates

13.

Feedback from instructor

14.

Design of the course

15.

Being in a cohort

16.

Other (please specify) __________________

To report the frequency, each item was assigned points based on reversed scoring. Participants in
the survey were also invited to provide any additional comments, and those responses were
analyzed by identifying the common themes which could provide further insights on the topic of
sense of community.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided an explanation of the research methodology, a review of the
purpose statement, an outline of the research questions and null hypotheses, a description of the
instrument, a description of the population and sample, and details about the data collection and
analysis processes. A quantitative research method allowed for a large number of responses on
questions about the importance and presence of sense of community, students’ feelings of
satisfaction with their online courses, their perceptions of increases in cognitive learning, and
their ideas about class activities and practices that may create a sense of community.
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Chapter 4. Results
This chapter provides results of the statistical analysis of the data from the Sense of
Community Survey which was completed by both undergraduate and graduate students at two
southern public universities during the Spring and Summer semesters of 2022. The criteria for
completing the survey were that participants must be at least 18 years old and a current
university student or recent graduate within six months of graduating. Participants also must
have taken at least one online class or be currently enrolled in an online class, and they had to be
physically present in the United States and consent to complete the survey. The survey was
conducted online using the Qualtrics platform, and respondents were invited to participate via an
email sent to their university email account. The complete survey is included in the Appendix.
The Sense of Community Survey was conducted over a two-week period at the
institution in Tennessee during the Spring semester 2022 and at the institution in Florida during
the Summer semester 2022. The number of respondents who completed the survey from the first
institution was 360, and the number from the second institution was 458. Thus, the total number
of students who completed the survey was 818.
Demographics
The first part of the survey requested demographic information. Participants included 31
freshmen, 68 sophomores, 132 juniors, 233 seniors, 352 graduate students, and two students
who indicated they are undergraduates but did not specify their classification. Figure 1 shows
participants by class.
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Figure 1
Participants by Class

In terms of gender, the number of participants was 206 males, 585 females, and 27
students who indicated “other or prefer not to say.” The number of students as categorized by
age is reported in Table 1.
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Table 1
Ages of Participants
Age Category

N

18-20

150

21-25

264

26-30

106

31-40

132

41-50

111

51-60

46

Over 60

8

Survey participants were asked to identify which category or categories best describe
them based on race and ethnicity. Participants had the option of selecting more than one
category, for example, if they identified as Black and Hispanic. Table 2 provides the results of
that particular demographic information.
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Table 2
Participants’ Identification Based on Categories
Category

N

White

553

Black or African American

115

Hispanic or Latinx

112

American Indian or Alaska Native

3

Asian

43

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander

5

Other

27

Prefer not to answer

21

Additional Survey Information
The survey included an item regarding whether participants were part-time or full-time
students. The number of full-time students was 586 and the number of part-time students was
230, and two students did not provide a response. Participants indicated that they had completed
at least one online class, with the majority of students having completed three or more online
classes. Table 3 reports the number of online classes taken by participants.
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Table 3
Number of Online Classes Taken by Participants
Number of Classes Taken

N

1-2

82

3-4

109

5-6

107

7-8

99

9 or more

421

In those online classes, the number of students who were typically in online classes
varied significantly. Table 4 shows the number of students typically in online classes, as
reported by participants.
Table 4
Number of Students Typically in Participants’ Online Classes

Range of number of students

N

1-20

306

21-30

214

31-40

122

41-50

57

51 or more

118
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Research Question 1
Is there a significant difference in the Importance of Sense of Community dimension
scores on the Sense of Community Survey between undergraduate and graduate students taking
online classes?
H01: There is no significant difference in the Importance of Sense of Community
dimension scores on the Sense of Community Survey between undergraduate and graduate
students taking online classes.
An independent samples t test was conducted to evaluate whether there was a significant
difference in the mean scores of the Importance of Sense of Community between undergraduate
and graduate students. The Importance of Sense of Community score was the test variable, and
the grouping variable was students’ classification as either undergraduate or graduate students.
The test was significant t(816) = 6.634, p < .001. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected.
Graduate students reported a higher mean score on the importance of sense of community in
online classes (M = 3.361, SD = .884) compared to undergraduate students (M = 2.935,
SD = .929). The 95% confidence interval for the difference in means was .300 to .552. The effect
size using Cohen’s d was .910, which indicates a large effect size. There was a significant
difference in the scores on the importance of sense of community in online classes between
graduate and undergraduate students, with the graduate students’ scores being significantly
higher. Figure 2 shows the scores of the two groups.
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Figure 2
Importance of Sense of Community Scores for Undergraduate and Graduate Students

Research Question 2
Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community
dimension scores on the survey between undergraduate and graduate students taking online
classes?
H02: There is no significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the survey between undergraduate and graduate students taking
online classes.
An independent samples t test was conducted to evaluate whether there were significant
differences in the mean scores of the Perception of the Presence of Sense of Community
dimension on the Sense of Community survey between undergraduate and graduate students
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taking online classes at two public four-year universities. The Perception of the Presence of
Sense of Community score was the test variable, and the grouping variable was students’
classification as either undergraduate or graduate students. The test was significant
t(816) = 7.128, p < .001. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected. Graduate students reported
a significantly higher mean score on the presence of sense of community in online classes
(M = 3.331, SD = .868) compared to undergraduate students (M = 2.890, SD = .866). The 95%
confidence interval for the difference in means was .316 to .556. The effect size using Cohen’s d
was .891, which indicates a large effect size. There was a significant difference in the scores on
the perception of the presence of sense of community in online classes between graduate and
undergraduate students, with the graduate students’ scores being significantly higher. Figure 3
shows the scores of the two groups.
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Figure 3
Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community Scores for Undergraduate and Graduate
Students

Research Question 3
Are there any significant differences in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the survey among freshmen, sophomores, juniors, seniors, and
graduate students taking online classes?
H03: There are no significant differences in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the survey among freshmen, sophomores, juniors, seniors, and
graduate students taking online classes.
A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to evaluate the relationships of scores on
the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community dimension of the Sense of Community
Survey among freshmen sophomores, juniors, seniors, and graduate students taking online
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classes. The factor variable included those five levels of student classification. The dependent
variable was the score on the perception of the presence of sense of community. The ANOVA
was significant, F(4, 811) = 14.648, p < .001. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected. The
strength of the relationship between perception of the presence of sense of community scores and
student classification, as assessed by 𝜂 , was medium (.067).
Because the overall F test was significant, post hoc multiple comparisons were
conducted to evaluate pairwise differences among the means of the five groups. A Tukey
procedure was selected for the multiple comparisons because equal variances were assumed.
There was a significant difference in the means between the sophomores and the graduate
students (p < .001), between the juniors and graduate students (p < .001), and between the
seniors and the graduate students (p < .001). However, there was not a significant difference
between the freshmen and sophomores (p = .630), freshmen and juniors (p = .965), freshmen and
seniors (p = .999), freshmen and graduate students (p = .119), sophomores and juniors (p = .783),
sophomores and seniors (p = .080), and juniors and seniors (p = .454). The number, means, and
standard deviations for the five classifications of students are reported in Table 5. The 95%
confidence intervals for the pairwise differences for the five groups are reported in Table 6.
Figure 4 shows the scores for the perceptions of the presence of sense of community based on
students’ classification.
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Table 5
Sample Size, Means, and Standard Deviations for the Five Classifications of Students
Classification

N

M

SD

Freshmen

31

2.944

.840

Sophomores

68

2.682

.906

Juniors

132

2.830

.821

Seniors

233

2.987

.877

Graduate students

352

3.331

.866

Table 6
95% Confidence Intervals of Pairwise Differences
Freshmen

Sophomores

Juniors

Sophomores

-.774 to .251

Juniors

-.586 to .358

-.205 to .500

Seniors

-.409 to .495

-.021 to .630

-.100 to .414

Graduate
students

-.056 to .830

.336 to .962

.260 to .742
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Seniors

.145 to .545

Figure 4
Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community Scores for the Five Classifications of
Students

Research Question 4
Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community
dimension scores between male and female students at both the undergraduate and graduate
levels?
H04: There is no significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores between male and female students at both the undergraduate and
graduate levels.
A two-way ANOVA was conducted to evaluate the association between gender and
classification as undergraduate or graduate students on the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense
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of Community. The Levene’s Test confirmed there was homogeneity of variances (p = .406). An
analysis of the main effects revealed there was not a significant main effect for gender or for the
interaction of gender and classification. F(2, 812) = .670, p = .512, 𝜂 = .002. Therefore, the null
hypothesis was retained. There was no significant difference in the perception of the presence of
sense of community with regard to gender and the interaction between gender and classification
as undergraduate or graduate students. Table 7 reports the means and standard deviations of
Presence scores based on gender and classification.

Table 7
Means and Standard Deviations of Presence Scores Based on Gender and Classification
Gender

Classification

Mean

SD

Male

Undergraduate

2.732

.924

Graduate

3.292

.874

Undergraduate

2.959

.841

Graduate

3.357

.856

Undergraduate

2.696

.807

Graduate

3.087

1.008

Female

Other or prefer not to say

Research Question 5
Is there a significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community
dimension scores on the survey among students taking asynchronous online classes, students
taking synchronous online classes, and students taking online classes with a combination of
synchronous and asynchronous elements?
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H05: There is no significant difference in the Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of
Community dimension scores on the survey among students taking asynchronous online classes,
students taking synchronous online classes, and students taking online classes with a
combination of synchronous and asynchronous elements.
A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to evaluate the relationship between the
Perception of the Presence of Sense of Community in online classes and the format of the class.
The factor variable, the format of the class, was divided into three types: asynchronous,
synchronous, or a combination of both asynchronous and synchronous elements. The dependent
variable was students’ perceptions of the presence of sense of community. The ANOVA was not
significant, F(2, 815) = .688, p = .503. Therefore, the null hypothesis was retained. The strength
of the relationship between the perception of the presence of sense of community and the format
of the class, as assessed by 𝜂 , was small (.002). The results indicate that the format of the class,
whether asynchronous, synchronous, or a combination of asynchronous and synchronous
elements, does not significantly affect students’ perceptions of the presence of sense of
community. The means and standard deviations with 95% confidence intervals of pairwise
differences for the three formats of the class are reported in Table 8. Figure 5 shows the scores
for the perceptions of the presence of sense of community based on class format.
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Table 8
Means and Standard Deviations with 95% Confidence Intervals of Pairwise Differences of the
Three Formats of Classes
Format of Class

N

M

SD

Synchronous Asynchronous

Synchronous

132

3.166

.959

Asynchronous

365

3.065

.863

-.313 to .112

Combination

321

3.068

.896

-.315 to .119

-.158 to .163

Figure 5
Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community Scores Based on the Format of the Class
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Research Question 6
Is there a significant correlation between the scores of the Perceptions of the Presence of
Sense of Community dimension and scores of the Satisfaction with the Course dimension on the
survey for both undergraduate and graduate online students?
H06: There is no significant correlation between the scores of the Perceptions of the
Presence of Sense of Community dimension and scores of the Satisfaction with the Course
dimension on the survey for both undergraduate and graduate online students.
A Pearson correlation coefficient was computed to test the relationship between the
Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community dimension scores and the Satisfaction with
the Course dimension scores. The results of the analysis revealed a strong positive relationship
between the Presence scores (M = 3.082, SD = .892) and the Satisfaction scores (M = 3.824,
SD = .898). The results also showed a statistically significant correlation [r(817) = .572,
p < .001]. As a result of the analysis, the null hypothesis was rejected. In general, the results
suggest that students who perceive the presence of sense of community in their online classes
tend to also have a high level of satisfaction with the course.
Research Question 7
Is there a significant correlation between the scores of the Perceptions of the Presence of
the Sense of Community dimension and the scores of the Perceptions of Increases in Cognitive
Learning dimension for both undergraduate and graduate online students?
H07: There is no significant correlation between the scores of the Perceptions of the
Presence of the Sense of Community dimension and the scores of the Perceptions of Increases in
Cognitive Learning dimension for both undergraduate and graduate online students.
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A Pearson correlation coefficient was computed to test the relationship between the
Perceptions of the Presence of Sense of Community dimension scores and the Perceptions of
Increases in Cognitive Learning dimension scores. The results of the analysis revealed a strong
positive relationship between the Presence scores (M = 3.082, SD = .892) and the Satisfaction
scores (M = 3.934, SD = .944). The results also showed a statistically significant correlation
[r(817) = .517, p < .001]. As a result of the analysis, the null hypothesis was rejected. In general,
the results suggest that students who perceive the presence of sense of community in their online
classes tend to also perceive higher increases in cognitive learning.
Research Question 8
What are students’ perceptions of how sense of community is created in online classes?
Information to address the final research question came from two parts of the survey: A rank
ordering of items which create a sense of community in online classes and an open-ended item
which allowed students to provide comments about their perspectives of sense of community in
online classes.
Participants were asked to “Rank the top five (1-5) following activities and practices in
terms of which best create a sense of community in your online classes.” To score this section,
the items were reverse scored, and points were assigned accordingly. Then, the total number of
points for each item was determined so that the item with the highest score would get the top
ranking in the overall results. The top five class activities and practices to create a sense of
community in online classes, in order, were feedback from the instructor, introductions of
classmates, synchronous video meetings (e.g., via Zoom) in large groups (5 or more students),
instructors’ announcements, and email communication with the instructor. The total points for
each of the items on the survey are displayed in Table 9.
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Table 9
Students’ Rankings of Online Class Activities and Practices to Create a Sense of Community
Class Activity or Practice

Total Number of Points (Using reverse scoring)

Feedback from instructor

1266

Introductions of classmates

1204

Synchronous video meetings (e.g., via
Zoom) in large groups (5 or more students)

1071

Instructors’ announcements

845

Email communication with the instructor

808

Reading classmates’ comments on a
discussion board

780

Welcoming messages

752

Group projects

736

Design of the course

692

Posting comments on a discussion board

674

Being in a cohort

661

Synchronous video meetings (e.g., via
Zoom) in small groups (2-4 students)

637

Email communication with classmates

530

Asynchronous video lectures by the
instructor

496

Reading instructor’s comments on a
discussion board

378

Other (please specify) ________________

230
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For the “Other (please specify)” category, the following items were added to the list by
respondents:


Informal group chats organized by the students and which did not include the instructor
(mentioned by 20 students)



Group chats specifically using GroupMe (mentioned by 13 students)



Group chats specifically using WhatsApp (mentioned by three students)



Group chats specifically using Discord (mentioned by two students)



Group text messages (mentioned by two students)



Breakout rooms for discussion (mentioned by five students)



Meeting with the professor one-on-one



Zoom Chat



Anything that promotes teamwork (such as in a career/business setting)



Cohort weekends in person on campus



Optional synchronous meetings



Mental health check-ins or fun conversations at the beginning of class



Instructor requiring that video be turned on by all students during Zoom meetings



In-class group activities



Prioritizing class discussion over reviewing material



Strategic in-person class meetings



Being able to come to class even though it is online



Feel more the presence of the instructor



Creating an environment where we're not afraid to ask questions (because online it’s just
more awkward)
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Course organization



Communication outside of class (i.e., group chats, in-person meetings)



At least bare minimum effort from professors



Class discussion within video meetings



Office Hours



Professors, not TA's, actually teaching classes



Study Groups



Sharing reflections

Written responses also included the following to the “Other (please specify)” option:


“Unnecessary to have discussion board, waste of time”



“Nothing. Online learning does not facilitate a sense of community. I wish we were not
moving toward more online learning. I wish my classes were in person.”



“I love online courses and prefer online courses. I wish all my classes were online and
asynchronous! I learned more through online coursework than I ever had in class on
campus.”



“The more the instructor is involved in posting reminders and class or specific project
details, the more it appears they are wanting you to succeed. These posts come before
feedback because they are designed to help you get there. It is like ‘community’ in the
sense of support network. Feedback only helps you learn from mistakes, not prevent
them. Too many online classes run that way. There are a couple of [institution name]
instructors that post prior to the work due, reminders and specifics. That is more helpful
and less isolation knowing they want you to understand how to meet expected criteria and
do your best.”
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Summaries of Students’ Written Responses
Research Question 8 was also addressed by reporting the responses to the last survey item
which was, “Please add any other comments on your experience of sense of community or
isolation in online classes.” The number of students who included commentary was 146 from the
first institution and 173 from the second institution for a total of 319 written comments on the
survey. The majority of the responses were one or two sentences, but some were just a few
words, and others were over five sentences long. Several common themes emerged from these
comments, including some students’ preferences for independent learning; the loneliness and
isolation experienced by many students; students who experienced a sense of community, often
through cohorts, group chats and social media networks, and connections with one or two
classmates; the important role of the instructor in fostering or hindering a sense of community;
impressions of specific teaching methods or class practices such as discussion boards,
synchronous video meetings, and group projects; comparisons between in-person and online
classes; satisfaction with online classes; and learning issues from online classes. These themes
are illustrated by selected passages from student responses. These selections present a snapshot
of common responses from all participants.
Some Students’ Preferences for Independent Learning
Many students commented that their expectations of taking online classes was not to
develop a sense of community but to be able to complete their coursework independently. For
example, one student wrote, “I tend to be a person that likes to work independently, so I would
say that I am somewhat outside of the norm as I prefer online classes. Community isn't a need for
me and I sometimes prefer isolation.” Another student commented on this same preference:
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I certainly felt more isolated and did miss the sense of community that can only be felt
from [an] in-person lecture, but I never felt that community was crucial for my education
and academically I still performed fine in my classes.
Another student noted, “I don’t care about community at school. If I cared about that I wouldn’t
have taken classes online.” The following student also expressed that connecting with others was
not a priority: “The freedom over my own studies and availability to watch the lectures and work
on homework is much more valuable to me than feeling like I have people in a community of a
class to have my back.” One student commented on adapting very well to the isolating nature of
online learning:
In online classes it is hard to have a sense of community unless you are regularly
communicating with others. I am not a person to reach out, and a sense of community is
not something that I need to do well. In the beginning of the pandemic it was difficult to
adjust to the isolation but after two years I prefer it now over interactive in-person
classes. I enjoy being able to go at my own pace of learning the material by myself, and
only interacting if I am struggling with the material.
Another student shared this interest in independent learning: “It is personal preference, but I
believe I thrive independently. I don't ever feel a sense of isolation because I'm not looking for
it.” Another student contributed this comment:
For most of my online classes I have taken, I neither feel isolated [n]or a strong sense of
community due to the knowledge that I am purposely taking online classes as an
independent learner.
Some students simply liked being alone, as explained, “I liked working alone and not with
anyone during my online classes.” Another student wrote, “Online classes are better when I
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DON'T have to talk to my classmates.” This sentiment was shared by another student: “I usually
prefer not to interact much in my online courses. I really dislike it when it's required.”
One student commented on the different types of students and their preferences for
isolation or community:
Those of us that choose online rather than in person do so because we are independent
learners and need to operate on our own. . . . My goal is to learn the material so I can get
a job in my field, and scheduled interaction with other students actually hinders my
ability to do that. I do not feel isolated, and I do not want “community” to be pressed
upon us more than it already is.
Several students commented on their preference for the self-paced nature of online
learning. One student explained this preference:
As an independent-introverted learner, I prefer an online platform experience versus the
pressure experienced being [in an] in-person classroom setting. Online course platforms
allow students to go at their own pace as well as ease the stressor of having to travel
between work and class for those employed, especially full-time.
This sentiment was shared by another student:
I do not feel isolated at all while taking online classes. I actually prefer it. I enjoy doing
things at my own pace and being responsible for my own grade due to the effort I put
in. . . . I do not find it necessary to have a sense of community in online classes since my
goal is to complete the courses and graduate, not make friends.
Another student wrote, “For the most part I find online classes very lonely; however, I am not
going to school to meet people. I'm going to learn and move at my own speed.” A similar
comment was made by this student: “I love all my online classes and I love that in some you can
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move at your own pace and get done early.” Another student wrote, “I am naturally a person who
enjoys learning on their own because I am easily distracted. Learning at my own pace and
around my own schedule is something that was super valuable to me.” Another student noted,
“Being ‘isolated’ is not necessarily bad. For me the ability to work/listen to lectures at a faster
pace is a massive advantage.”
Often the preference for independent learning was due to work and family responsibilities
which also fulfilled many students’ need to connect with others. As one student stated, “Online
classes serve my purpose to acquire a graduate degree while still working. I don't need to be in a
classroom setting or experience 'community' to complete my tasks. I can get that at work or with
my friends.” Another student explained why online classes are a good option for working
students:
I enjoy online classes because I prefer to work at my own pace and have to because of my
busy family and work schedule. . . . I have my own community at home and work and do
not take online classes in order to connect with other students.
Another student commented, “I work full-time and have small children. This graduate program is
completed in the evenings when everyone is asleep. I am not looking for a sense of community. I
want to learn independently.” Similarly, one student wrote about balancing work and school:
I am an older student returning to college to complete my bachelor's degree. Being online
is the only way I am able to achieve this, but I also don't need community from my
experience because I have that in the form of family and a job.
Another student noted, “I take asynchronous courses because of my schedule. That outweighs
my need for a sense of community as my ultimate goal is to learn. If I wanted a strong sense of
community, I would take in-person classes.” Another student expressed, “I've never felt isolated
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in an online class. They are incredibly convenient, especially at the graduate level when you are
working full-time and have other commitments.”
For these students and others like them, whether because of their learning style,
personality, expectations, or family and work commitments, feeling a sense of community in an
online class is either not a priority or not important at all. Their desire to be an independent
learner overruled their need for interaction and community.
The Loneliness and Isolation Experienced by Many Students
Students on the other end of the spectrum described feeling lonely and isolated in their
online classes and often expressed a desire for the online classes to offer a sense of community.
They emphasized that in their online classes, there was little to no interaction. One student wrote,
“In all synchronous online classes I took during masters I felt very isolated.” Another student
commented, “There was not much of a sense of community in my online classes. You essentially
got your work done and moved on.” One student emphasized the feeling of loneliness: “No one
really talked to each other or the professors. It was very lonely sitting at my computer and not
talking to anyone for five hours a day. Would not recommend unless absolutely necessary.”
Another student explained how the isolating nature of the course can be especially difficult:
Being in an online class has helped me realize how alone I really was, even as a student
living off campus. I could have prevented myself from isolation but I've realized people
like me who have social anxiety (terribly) even online classes do not promote the
working together of others. . . . Everyone sees it as “just for a grade.”
Another student commented, “Regardless of how the class is set up, a sense of isolation, from
my experience will always occur.” One student described the difficulty of meeting other
students:
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Most of the online classes I've taken at [the university] have been very isolated. Only on
the rare occasion that I know someone else in the class or we have a group project have I
felt a sense of community.
One student wrote, “It was very easy to feel isolated when taking all online classes, despite
various group activities or discussions.” Another student described the effect of this isolation:
Online classes are extremely depressing and I only find myself taking them if that’s all I
can get. The convenience comes at the cost of community. Even most physical classes I
go to are hybrid and I am the only person there.
As one student wrote, “I felt very academically lonely and isolated.”
Several students described the difficulty of meeting classmates and making connections
with others. One student wrote, “In most of my online classes, no one wanted to help each other
out. I asked several questions and no one replied to them.” This sentiment was also expressed by
this student: “I feel as though online learning in itself is isolation. One does not have the
daily/weekly/monthly interactions with other students nor the ability to form bonds of friendship
or collaboration to carry through the courses or afterward.” Another student wrote, “I feel really
isolated. When I try to have conversations with classmates about work or non-work-related
subjects, I am lucky to get a response and if I do the responses are quick and bland.” One student
commented on isolation from other students:
It almost seems wrong to even use the phrase “experience of sense of community”
because there is no community in online classes. Isolation is the only accurate way to
describe online classes. I have been a student at [the university] since December of 2020,
and I do not know anybody else who goes here, aside from just recognizing a familiar
name on the class roster. I've not made one friend or met any of my classmates in person
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during my entire time at [the university]. That is not to say that these are necessarily bad
things. It's just how things are.
Another student lamented the inability to connect with classmates:
It was hard for me to develop a sense of community with my classmates, even though
most of us had the same major, in online classes due to the isolation and lack of
interaction that comes with being on a computer rather than in a classroom. The lack of
opportunities to interact with, and sometimes see, my classmates has caused me, I feel, to
miss out on many opportunities to meet and interact with many like-minded people with
similar interests to me.
The following student commented on feeling lonely: “All my classes, with the exception of two,
have been online and I have made no friends and feel alone. I do not learn nearly as much and
feel very isolated from my college.”
Some students expressed mental health concerns which they attributed to the feelings of
isolation and loneliness in online classes. One student wrote, “When half the classes are not even
in the same state, it's easy to feel isolated and alone. I had my heaviest depressive episodes
because I felt so alone during online learning.” Another student expressed the effects of feeling
alone:
I felt the most isolated online. I felt incredibly depressed and anxious 95% of the time.
There was no separation between work life and personal life. My use of escape was my
computer and for that to be the sole thing connected to me to civilization though was the
worst my mental health had ever been.
Another student also commented on the mental health effects:
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As someone who struggles to make connections in the best of circumstances, I feel that
this Zoom classroom idea is terrible for my mental health in regards to peer to peer
contact. I managed to make a few friends through inviting multiple classes to a Discord I
created; however, I still feel isolated as there is still next to no requirement for anyone to
interact with me. I feel that this has impacted me terribly during my undergraduate years
and worry about how it will affect my ability to have a social life in the future.
Another student explained the effects of not being able to make connections:
When you don't know other students in online courses, connecting with them the first
time is challenging. Some students will choose not to respond to your message and/or
don't feel comfortable meeting in person (if they are even close to your area/campus). . . .
This lack of connection (being able to get to know classmates) and community (feeling
the ability to go to the class as a whole) is discouraging and at times depressing.
Several students described how the isolation they felt in online classes negatively affected
their academic performance and ability to learn. One student wrote, “My mental health and GPA
suffered greatly from only having online classes. My GPA went from a 3.8 to a 2.8, which put
me at risk for losing my scholarships.” Another student described the academic effect of online
classes: “I felt like I was disconnected and unable to learn in an online environment.” Another
student explained the difficulty of learning online:
I used to be a decent student but now I don't care about school and my grades even
though I should because I'm on an academic scholarship. Taking online classes straight
out of high school dampened my college experience and honestly made me very irritable,
sad, and isolated.
Another student described the emotional and academic effects of isolation:
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I had a near perfect GPA that plummeted when I had social isolation, causing a further
spiral over the online modules. I felt alone, like I was the last person on earth, talking to a
box that I was supposed to believe had other people.
A few students made specific references to the COVID-19 pandemic and the isolating
effects of the pandemic in combination with online learning. As one student wrote, “Especially
during COVID when all courses were online, I felt lonely and isolated at times along with many
others.” Another student commented on the shift from in-person to online classes:
I found every online class that I participated in profoundly isolating. Some were also
emotionally difficult to deal with because they were changed from in person to online
because of COVID.
One student described what attending online was like during the pandemic:
During COVID, I felt very alone and isolated because I had no one to interact with and
would sit in my apartment for hours doing Zoom and online courses. Interacting with
other students is part of the college experience, and online classes rob us of that.
In all of these responses and others similar to them, students did not find a sense of community
online, although many of them described making efforts to do so or hoped to find those
connections.
Students Who Experienced Sense of Community Online
Another common theme was that several participants commented that they had
experienced a sense of community in their online classes. One student wrote, “Online classes
provided me with a sense of community while being able to be independent.” Another student
commented, “I haven't experienced a feeling of isolation with online courses because they have
always been highly engaging, even without live Zoom interaction. The instructors have made
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sure to connect students with one another even without group work being required.” Another
student mentioned that the asynchronous format still allowed for interaction:
Asynchronous classes enabled me to interact in group discussions and learn from others
while giving me the flexibility to also learn on my own. Online classes are conducted in a
way that has created a sense of community. We support each other.
Another student did not find the asynchronous format effective:
Asynchronous classes, no matter if they were cohorts, if the teacher provided feedback,
or if there were group projects, ever seemed worth it. There was no sense of community
even when I knew the people from other classes. It also didn't feel the same preparing for
those classes. They were the hardest classes to keep my interest in no matter what the
subject, and some were subjects I was very interested in.
For some students, the feelings were mixed depending on the class. One student commented, “I
have had the full range of classes that felt completely devoid of interaction to classes that formed
a tight, if temporary, community through mutual study aid.” Another student also wrote about
how the sense of community depended on the class:
I will say that this varied widely by class--some were very interactive, with a very
involved professor and plenty of opportunities to interact with classmates (i.e.
asynchronous discussion boards with rich conversations and synchronous live session)
and a few classes were less so.
A similar sentiment was shared by this student:
I think for those of us who took more than a few classes online, it may be hard to lump
those experiences together. In my graduate program, I felt some classes/instructors did a
really great job at helping me have a sense of community, while others did not.
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Cohorts. One common point among many respondents was that they felt a sense of
community if the students had been assigned to cohorts. One student wrote, “Many of my online
classes have consisted of the same individuals. Therefore, I have gotten to know some of them
well.” Another student commented, “The [program name] online cohort has become a small
family and we all feel unbelievably connected and the sense of community is strong.” Another
student noted, “All of my course work in the PhD program has been online. I have grown close
to my classmates in [my] program and feel like I belong to a community there.” Another student
noted the value of the cohort:
Being a part of a cohort that works together outside of the “class” was a large part of
feeling a sense of community. Had I not worked with my classmates, I am not sure I
would feel the sense of community that I did feel during that time.
Another student had a similar positive experience with cohorts:
I thoroughly enjoyed being in an online class. There were challenges with interacting
with classmates that I have never met, but I am lucky to have a cohort that take majority
of the same classes with me.
With some cohorts, the students sometimes meet in person, which may enhance the sense of
community. One student described the effect of these meetings:
We all get along so well because we had several in-person classes throughout our first
three semesters. This allowed us to spend time together and get to know one another.
This summer, we are fully online, but I feel a sense of community because I know most
of my classmates, and we chat daily in a separate text message thread on our phones. We
ask questions, support, and encourage each other in that way.
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Another student had a similar experience:
I started out grad school in-person so I had physically met and gotten to know my cohort
(to an extent) before we went online. We had one semester together, and that definitely
made an impact that kept us together through the rest of the program.
Another student wrote about how it was helpful to know someone in the class before it begins
online:
I knew my cohort and had in-person classes with them prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
so I think the development of my sense of community primarily happened prior to my
online class interactions. I also have not taken an online class in which there wasn't at
least one person that I already knew.
Even though cohorts do seem to enhance a sense of community, some students pointed
out weaknesses of a cohort model: “I have a sense of community due to a cohort model.
Sometimes I wish classes varied and were not a cohort model to gather other points of view on
content.” Another student described how cohorts can be exclusive:
In my classes with my core cohort, I felt more at ease in discussions and communication.
However, I have taken a couple of classes that were mixed, meaning others beside my
initial cohort were in the class. In these classes, I did not feel as close to those students. I
tried to be inclusive, but the feel of community was not as prevalent.
Finally, one student commented on how cohorts do not necessarily create any community at all:
“I spent two years in my online master’s program and don’t know a single person in my cohort.”
Group Chats and Social Media Networks. One common theme among participants is
the creation of a sense of community through group chats and social media networks. Usually,
these groups were created by a student in the class and excluded the instructor. The most
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common platforms mentioned were GroupMe, Facebook, WhatsApp, and Discord. One person
wrote, “Class group chats help to replace in-person community.” One student wrote, “I have not
experienced a sense of isolation; my cohort is very active in our GroupMe chats and overall I do
feel supported by my cohort and instructors.” Another student explained how active the group
chats can be:
I have a greater sense of community with my classmates in my 100% online graduate
program than I ever did taking classes in-person for my undergraduate degree. We have a
GroupMe where people are actively communicating about course work and life in general
all day every day.
One student explained a benefit of GroupMe: “This was a space for both support, learning,
casual discussion about the course or opinions, a space to vent without the need for a filter.”
Another student wrote, “My cohort established a group chat utilizing GroupMe which helped us
to develop stronger ties with one another. We used it to collaborate on assignments and it was
also a way for us to support and encourage one another.”
Facebook was also a platform that several respondents mentioned. One student described
the effect of Facebook on the sense of community for the class:
I have also benefitted from a Facebook group with my cohort. In that group we discuss
things course related, ask for guidance from someone who has already done
something . . . and provide encouragement to each other. That has been the best
community-builder for the cohort/online classes.
Multiple students commented on using WhatsApp to connect with classmates. One
student wrote, “WhatsApp helped create community and support of one another.” Another
student explained, “The majority of online classes do not create a sense of community. It is the
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students who create group chats through WhatsApp or GroupMe that create this sense of
community themselves, not teachers.” The opportunity to receive some practical help was also
mentioned by this student:
I enjoyed when we had group chats with other classmates because even though we didn't
talk about our personal lives or become friends, if we had an issue or a question we could
hear another person’s opinion. Or what they thought the homework question means. Or
ideas on how to study.
Students expressed that participating in WhatsApp groups eliminated feelings of isolation:
WhatsApp has been the saving grace of my online courses. . . . The sense of community
in the online courses in my experience not only seems stronger, but also less prone to bias
in general.
Another student wrote that “the most positive aspect of online classes are group chats among my
classmates.”
Another student described the benefit of social media groups and offered a suggestion for
other ways to connect:
What really helped to feel a sense of community was creating a WhatsApp group with the
students of a class, especially in smaller classes. Also, even in asynchronous online
classes, the instructors could schedule some non-mandatory meetings with the class, and
that would serve as an opportunity for the students to ask questions, give feedback,
discuss about assignments, etc. It is crucial, though, for the student to get the opportunity
to speak and interact.
Only a couple of drawbacks about the group chats were mentioned. One student wrote,
“Forming group chats with the class gave a sense of community, but it doesn't last past the class.
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Outside of that, it is a bit difficult to reach out to classmates.” Another student noted, “Each
online class I have had usually ended up making a group chat for all of the students. Everyone
was super helpful. It’s hard to get everyone to meet in person though.”
Connections With One or Two Classmates. Several students commented that having a
connection with just one or two other classmates was all they needed to feel a sense of
community. One student wrote, “I felt a sense of community when I already knew at least one
person in my online class. When I knew no one, I felt completely alone.” A different student
noted, “I like having one or two friends in a class to communicate with and that is still easy to do
online [in] classes to give the community feel.” Another student explained how these
connections started:
I did not truly feel a sense of community in most of the classes. However, I have become
very close friends with the only two classmates I have met. We met due to one instructor
assigning us to work together on five assignments in one semester.
Another student described how an optional meeting outside of class led to connections that
reduced feelings of isolation:
I met two students in an optional skills lab. Those became my two friends throughout the
whole course. It was great. We bounced thoughts, ideas, and worries and became each
other's support. If I had not gone to that “optional” lab, I might have been alone
throughout the whole … course.
One student commented on how the instructor paired up students that led to a greater sense of
community:
[The professor] had us each have a partner and break us into breakout rooms. We'd have
the same partner the entire semester. I got to know my partner well, and this was the first

130

person I “met” in my cohort. The experience was invaluable and carried me through the
next two years.
For these students, a feeling of community came from interaction with a small number of other
classmates, even as few as one.
The Important Role of the Instructor in Fostering or Hindering a Sense of Community
Many of the participants commented that instructors who are actively involved with their
students can successfully create a sense of community or connection but that many online
instructors fall far short of meeting their students’ expectations. One student explained how
different approaches by instructors can have a profound effect:
The best online courses have been the ones where the instructor was an active presence.
That does not mean formal meetings or even constant interaction. But knowing the
instructor was a part of the class helped with the learning process and also to help the
group bond as a cohort. The courses where the instructor was completely hands off were
frustrating. These often gave little to no feedback and what was there came too late to
help guide future assignments. Instructors should provide enough structure to guide
students and foster that cohort collaboration but not be micromanagers or laissez faire.
These ideas were shared by another student: “The more the instructor is involved with details of
expectations and reminders of events and due dates, the better the outcomes.” Another student
wrote, “Responding to emails and video chats make my community but when my instructors
seem not to care to connect, then that’s when I feel isolated.” Another student emphasized the
importance of an instructor’s active presence:
I have found instructors who provide weekly updates, feedback, lecture videos, and
communicate with you help the experience in an online class. The classes where we
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barely heard from the instructor or a class where the instructor did not respond to
questions were difficult and frustrating to complete.
This student emphasized the variability of instructors in online classes:
I feel like online classes are a hit or miss. If the professor really shows they care and
provides resources and videos along with the lecture slides/notes so the students can
follow along better, that is always helpful. Getting announcements from the professor
also helps establish their presence because sometimes behind the screen you forget there's
a real person instructing you.
Several students commented that their instructors did not meet their expectations. One
student wrote, “The lack of communication from professors, for me, gave the largest sense of
isolation in online courses.” Another student commented, “Professors tend to be unavailable in
online classes, so weekly meetings would be beneficial which did not occur in 95% of my online
classes.” Another student described different attitudes of instructors:
Online classes lack a sense of community, caused by both professors and students. Some
professors don't seem to care about community. Some set up online courses like oldschool correspondence courses, where learning occurs in isolation, and a grade (and
possibly assignment feedback) is the only course contact.
One student expressed that online classes make it difficult to have a connection with professors:
I definitely feel like not being in person does make you feel a little more isolated from
your professors. I don't feel like I got to know my professors very well in my online
courses and I feel like sometimes the feedback is not very helpful on your papers or
assignments due to the fact that you don't have that in-person contact to allow yourself to
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ask more in-depth questions to your professor to ensure that you understand the material
being taught to you.
Another student wrote, “When the instructors did not participate in the asynchronous
conversations, I felt that the conversation was hindered. We are all students, and to not have
instructor input was demoralizing.” According to a different student, “Most of my professors
uploaded pre-recorded lectures so I never interacted with them at all.” One student commented,
“Most professors in online classrooms did not care for their students’ grades as class sizes were
too big. Lectures were non engaging. No sense of community and I have met no people through
online courses.” One student felt that some professors should not be teaching online:
Some professors are good for online and some are horrible. Many current professors are
frankly too old for the format. They are severely lacking in the necessary computer
literacy that an online course requires. I have found with almost 100% accuracy that a
Boomer is too old to understand an online course.
Another student noted that some online instructors were disengaged: “For me, the lack of
engagement from the professors which seemed normal for my asynchronous online classes made
me feel as though I wasn't really getting the most out of my education.”
Instructor feedback was the focus of several other comments. One student made the
following statement:
I felt like the biggest contributor to feelings of isolation is when the only interaction in an
online class is discussion responses to classmates. Without real feedback from a professor
(more than good job/or a filled-out rubric) it can be hard to measure if you are taking in
as much information as you should be and takes away the sense of sharing ideas.
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Another student wrote, “[In] many online classes you do not get emails back for days/weeks
from classmates and instructors.” Another student commented on issues of feedback: “One of the
drawbacks with online classes which I noticed is that professors or TAs do not respond to your
email in a timely manner especially on time sensitive issues.” Another student expressed a
similar complaint:
I felt isolated from teachers, TAs, tutors, staff, students, everyone. I felt it was difficult to
communicate with everyone and responses were not timely. Multiple professors provided
extremely limited office hours or interaction. Multiple professors admitted working
multiple jobs and were not able to address my needs in a timely manner or at all.
Another student expressed that the difficulty in contacting the teacher led to feelings of isolation:
I felt alone at times because anytime I had a problem, I’d have to write to the Professor
and wait sometimes for days to get a response. I felt as if I was a burden asking a lot of
questions. I personally preferred the online classes with meetings. That way I could ask
the instructor any questions directly and I felt as if was learning better. I also felt more
motivated to do my work. With fully online and no meetings--was and is still very tough-it’s that feeling of paying the university to teach myself, sailing in a boat with no sense
of direction. However, I have persevered and still managed to keep it together.
Some students found it hard to build relationships with the professors in online classes, as
this student commented:
I feel like professors get lazy with online classes and just recycle material. While this is
understandable because they may have a lot on their plate, it makes the students feel like
their learning is not a priority. . . . The ability to build relationships with both professors
and peers is very difficult and not prioritized during an online class. My relationships
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with online professors is nonexistent when compared to relationships with professors I
have had in person.
Another student commented, “Half the time, I am not sure what I was paying for with online
courses as I have taken several where there is no instruction or interaction from the professor.”
One student wrote, “I've never ever had any sort of relationship with a professor that taught me
exclusively online. I also thought the online professors were more likely to brush off my
problems when I did email them.” Another student described this experience, “Most professors
[of] online courses do not care about the students and do not honor their office hours because
they ‘don’t have time.’”
Some students mentioned very positive experiences with this instructors. This student felt
connected to the teacher:
I believe that my instructor eliminated all possibility of feeling isolated. She made sure to
reach out to us and check in on how we were doing. She made sure we always knew that
the doors were open if we needed anything. She did a fantastic job!
Another student described a positive experience: “I had a professor that met two times with us in
a video meeting. I felt he actually cared and took the time out to get to know us, which not many
professors do and that created a sense of community.”
One student pointed out the problem of some online classes having large numbers of
students:
In those types of isolated online classes, you need a strong instructor that gives feedback,
presents the material appropriately with video or written instruction, and is there to help
students. Unfortunately this type of online class tends to be a large online class of over
50+ students. It's not manageable and TAs aren't a replacement for a strong course and
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instructor. My smaller online classes … have a more sense of community, more group
projects and discussion between students…. An instructor that is more involved and is
there to help instruct their students and provide material for them to meet their goals is
more important than creating an environment where you are forcing students to interact
and or interact at inflexible hours. Instructors are the most important asset of any class.
Learning on your own is hard, and TAs, student interaction doesn't replace strong
instructors with a good course.
One student noted, “It is very isolating at times when the classes are not interactive and the
professor does not even post lectures and tells one to simply read the material from old slides
and/or the text book.” Another student commented on the distance between professors and
students: “Online classes felt more like a game than a class. It's the most disconnected I've ever
been from the professors and the subjects they taught.” These comments about online instructors
present a wide range of experiences and perspectives.
Impressions of Specific Teaching Methods or Class Practices
The open-ended comments also included impressions of how effective or ineffective
certain course tools or teaching methods were. Three commonly-mentioned tools were
discussion boards, synchronous video meetings, and group projects.
Discussion Boards. Many students commented that discussion boards were not an
effective learning tool and did not create a sense of community; however, a few students felt they
were important. One student wrote, “In asynchronous classes, there is absolutely no interaction.
Discussion posts are poorly planned, and there is no engagement beyond 'great post!' I absolutely
detested all of my online classes, and learned very minimally.” Another student noted, “Although
discussion boards are created to make students interact with each other, the interactions are
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minimum to develop a sense of community.” Often, students commented on the requirement to
respond to posts on a discussion board: “I didn't learn anything from having to comment on
others' posts, but I did it because I had to. I'd much rather focus my learning on the material,
rather than arbitrary comments that no student actually cares about.” One student wrote, “Not a
fan of discussion boards.” Another student commented, “It's also hard to read all the comments
on a discussion board. Also if no one replies to your comment, it's kind of sad.”
Another student wrote, “Discussion boards are a waste of time. Students just write them
to write them. I have had few instances where the discussion board was actually something
people enjoyed and not just a last minute thing.” Another student emphasized the experience of
participating in discussion boards:
I love not having a sense of community in my courses, and I specifically wish instructors
would spend less time and effort trying to enforce things that promote that — especially
discussion board assignments, which in my opinion not only fail to elicit any real feeling
of social interaction, but are also clunky, awkward, and ineffective as assignments.
Another student expressed a similar perspective: “Discussion threads and chat groups are
overwhelming and are not an adequate substitute for the modes of dialogue and emotional
reciprocity that one can experience in an in-person class discussion.” Another student expressed
dissatisfaction with being graded for discussion board posts: “I also don’t enjoy the forced
interaction online through discussion boards and comments. That should be left for each
individual to use rather than it being forced upon by it being a part of one’s grading.”
Several students stated that their professors rarely participate in discussions. One student
compared instructor involvement online and in-person:
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Many instructors never appear on discussion boards and fail to correct false information
posted by students. I have, however, had a few excellent instructors who interact
meaningfully on discussion boards with students. I do miss verbal conversation with
knowledgeable instructors.
Students expressed a desire for instructors to participate in online discussions: “There are some
online classes where the instructor seems present and active in discussions. When this is the case,
it allows for feeling that they are actually taking notice.”
A few students felt that discussion boards were an effective tool. One student wrote, “The
better I got to know my classmates (through introductions or discussions), the safer I felt in my
environment.” Another student described a positive experience:
My experience with taking two full semesters of online courses and several other online
courses throughout my undergraduate career has been that discussion boards and
GroupMe chats help classmates foster community across the board. The most community
was fostered in classes with discussion-based synchronous Zoom meetings, however.
For many students, the reaction was mixed:
Some of the classes have had a lot of interaction via discussion posts, but others have not.
Two of the instructors have worked hard to create good community and interaction, but
the others have not. I learn very well independently, but also value the discussion boards
to broaden my knowledge and experience. I have made friendships that I hope will last
beyond the program.
Another student commented on a different benefit of discussion boards: “To be honest, however,
discussion boards have contributed more to my intellectual growth (by reading others' posts and
developing thoughtful replies) than to developing a sense of community.”
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One student who felt favorably towards discussion boards wrote, “I never really felt
isolated. Along with the items I ranked in the previous question, discussion board participation
by the students and the instructors created a sense of community.” Another student commented,
“During online classes, we had to make a discussion board post introducing ourselves and
everyone had to respond to two other people which helped to get to know other students and
potentially build a relationship with them.”
Synchronous Video Meetings. Many participants offered impressions about whether
synchronous video meetings promote a sense of community. One of the main issues with the
synchronous video meetings that students commented on was that most students kept their
cameras off, so there was no feeling of community and often no interaction. One participant
responded, “The reason I felt so isolated in most of my online synchronous classes was that NO
students were turning on their cameras or participating when professors asked questions or for
input.” Another student noted, “Having our screens off the whole time, and having the screen of
the professor off the whole time also did not help.” This point was reiterated by this student:
“The feeling of being a conducive group of students was completely gone when it was 30 black
boxes on a screen.” Another student described being in a video meeting:
Zoom classes were best when the instructor insisted that students have their cameras on,
so you got to feel as if you were in a classroom. I did not like the asynchronous classes,
especially when you did not even get to see who the professor was, just a talking head,
without the head!
This student also commented on the issue with cameras:
Many people turned off their camera and I think they probably did not even attend the
class because when the professor would ask a question, there would be no reply. In these
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cases I would've preferred if the class was asynchronous so that I could just work away
by myself as there are no interactions in synchronous online courses.
One student offered this suggestion: “Also, it should be a requirement that all students have their
video cameras on during Zoom meetings. No one likes talking to or looking at a black square.”
Another student described the experience of being in a synchronous video meeting:
I believe the online classes create a virtual nonrealistic world where you can stay in the
shadows. No one really gets to know each other. Classroom learning is the better choice
on building a relationship with the instructor and other classmates. I never got to know
any of the other student[s] [be]cause the video would stay on the professor. You would
hear a reply but did not have a face to associate the voice to. After the class was over, the
feed would shut off so there was not the option to socialize after class to get to know the
other students. The online [class] is good to learn the material but there is no
camaraderie.
One student described how a professor’s efforts to get students to interact in a live video
meeting was unsuccessful:
As for live [video] lecture, you may be able to see students, but virtually interacting with
them doesn’t mean anything. Even then virtual interaction rarely ever occurs. In all
online classes I’ve taken, attempts by professors to get students to interact only add to
work load and frustration.
One student pointed out that synchronous video meetings with a more social focus can create a
sense of community:
I enjoy the asynchronous format of my online classes but I have appreciated when the
professor holds a synchronous meeting via Zoom. Sometimes these have been an
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informal “get together” to discuss things not necessarily course related. This informal
gathering was much like a group of us meeting in a restaurant to hang out and just get to
know each other. This created a stronger sense of community.
Another student also mentioned the value of some synchronous meetings: “Also, having a few
synchronized zoom meetings helps you see that others have the same questions as you, and you
are not the only one with questions.” Similarly, another student found synchronous meetings to
be very helpful:
Another class held lectures and labs synchronously each week via zoom (students on
campus were able to attend live as well). The professor always answered questions in
real-time, assigned virtual students to breakout rooms during labs, and interacted with
each student to ensure any questions were answered.
One student described how the synchronous video meetings were beneficial: “In my experience
most students adjusted just fine to online classes that had group video calls. Students still
frequently raise their hands, initiate and contribute to in-class discussions, and walk away each
class learning something new.”
Group Projects. Another common topic participants commented on was group projects.
Several students expressed a dislike of group projects. One student wrote, “I think group projects
in an online class are a very bad idea. I think they just cause so much extra stress for the
students.” One student commented, “In group projects students are unreliable and unresponsive.
Thus group projects always become an extra burden.” Another student noted, “Group projects
are the worst when you are in an online class because no one responds.”
Several comments were about how group projects often have an unfair distribution of the
work load. One student wrote, “I dislike group projects because, in my experience, I end up
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doing most of the work and dealing with other students barely participating.” One student
explained the frustration of this unfairness:
I typically don't care for community interactions or group work because from experience
group work never works out fairly and I have had that take a major toll on my grades in
classes to the point I had to submit a group assignment myself because our “group
leader” did not follow directions.
Another student expressed a similar thought: “I was also grouped with people more than once in
my educational career that would not communicate or contribute and yet still received the grade
for the work I and others completed.” The dissatisfaction expressed by the following student was
a common theme:
Group projects in an online setting are horrible. Actually, they are overly distracting and
create unnecessary stress due to others not being timely or dependable and everyone
getting the same grade. I have not learned anything from a group project, except that they
are worthless.
One student expressed a mixed view about group projects:
Group projects are also somewhat effective, but only at getting students together for a
focused purpose. Students aren't eager to engage with each other beyond addressing the
assignment or topic. I got tired of trying to engage with my peers. Nobody cares.
Several students commented on problems with scheduling related to group projects. One
student explained why group projects can be problematic:
Group projects, although seeming to build connection through group work, are the worst
way to build connection. It is a challenge to coordinate schedules and can breed
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resentment within the cohort/course. Large Zoom groups, or even smaller break out
discussions would be preferred over group projects.
Another student shared a similar perspective: “As an online student, I do not enjoy when group
work is required, because it is difficult to schedule time to meet with others while working
online.”
However, a few students found the group projects to be a good way to create a sense of
community. One student wrote, “During online classes, the group project also helped because we
were able to work together to complete an assignment and towards the end of it, we were also
able to make new friendships.” Another student described how the projects helped to form
cohesion in the cohort:
This semester, Spring 2022, group projects needed to be done via Zoom recordings, so
we had to meet and plan out our project, and then meet again for our actual project.
During this time, we recorded phone numbers and continued to text back and forth to
support (or complain) about courses we have. This was the most connected I felt to my
cohort since I started in Fall 2021.
Another student expressed that group projects can create a sense of community: “Group
assignments help with the feeling of isolation because I am forced to collaborate and
communicate with the members of my group to complete assignments. In so doing, I exchange
numbers with classmates and foster good rapport.”
From these comments and others similar to them, the consensus from participants, with a
few exceptions, was that online group projects are not a class activity that they find productive or
effective for learning or for creating a sense of community.
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Comparisons Between In-Person and Online Classes
Another common theme was a comparison between in-person and online classes with
regard to sense of community. One student described finding a sense of community online:
I feel more of a sense of community taking my online classes. Students rely on each other
when they don’t understand the material or what to do for an assignment. I’ve talked
more to my classmates in my online classes than I’ve ever in my in-person classes.
Conversely, several students wrote that in-person classes were better for interaction and making
connections. This student noted, “I was used to face-to-face classes with the unexpected changes
of the pandemic. I got used to online but I missed the interaction with people. I [would] rather do
face-to-face classes.” Another student wrote, “A sense of community is greater in person and
greatly diminished with the online element.” This sentiment was shared by this student: “Online
classes were easier, learning was less robust, and there was no sense of community.” Another
student explained about online classes, “I believe that there is a limited sense of community
when taking online live classes via Zoom. . . . Communication between the instructor and among
classmates is far less in these classes.” One student pointed out another contrast in the two types
of format:
Even when we've made connections in online classes, they often don't translate to the real
world in the way they did in face-to-face classes. It seems like you are friendly in class
but then on your own once class is over.
Another student compared in-person and online classes:
Based on the classes that turned virtual in Spring 2020, I did not feel as engaged as I had
when I was in class in-person. I also did not retain the information as well. It was also
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harder to concentrate in an online class because I was at home with lots of distractions
and less motivation.
Another student compared the opportunities in online and in-person classes:
I do feel deprived of camaraderie and that I have missed out on gaining valuable, longlasting relationships. I also feel as though I do not receive nearly the amount of
opportunities (academic and professional) that I would if I was an in-person student.
One student wrote about how isolation was not an issue:
I have never not once felt isolated by taking asynchronous online courses, EVER. Online
asynchronous learning needs to become more abundant. This would save more money
overall for the students and the campus. I obtained more knowledge with my
asynchronous online courses than I ever had with a class on campus.
Satisfaction With Online Classes
Another common theme was about students’ satisfaction regarding online classes.
Responses varied. One student expressed, “I love online classes and I enjoy the people I meet.
My instructors are awesome.” Most students, however, expressed dissatisfaction or frustration.
One student wrote, “I hate online classes. They feel like a waste of my time and money.”
Another student commented on how expectations were not met: “I feel I lost two years of my
college experience and the professors who chose to use discussion boards and prerecorded
lectures robbed students of actual knowledge.” One student noted, “Online classes are great for
students who do not like relying on others; however, online classes take away from the overall
experience we have all been told college would be like.” Another student wrote, “Overall I
believe online classes are generally not as good and make it difficult to foster a sense of
community.”
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Several students commented on the monetary value of online classes:
I do not mind online classes at all when done correctly. Unfortunately I feel like I am
being cheated out of my money and education by my university because half my
professors just upload a PowerPoint and then give us tests to take, which has taught me
absolutely nothing.
Another student wrote about having higher expectations of a sense of community:
It is a real shame that paying all of this money (via student loans) and has not fostered
any kind of networking or group sharing. All of online classes have been extremely
isolating and all lectures have been via pre-recorded video. It is frustrating and such a
shame to go through such an expensive program and not have any sense of belonging to
the school where I am seeking an advanced degree.
This student expressed that a long-term negative feeling resulted from the online experience:
Being in online classes instilled within me a disdain for the learning processes of college
that I had once enjoyed. Not only was between-student collaboration difficult and
impersonal, but professors did not account for this, leaving many students floundering to
find ways to communicate and put together a project while online. . . . Finally, it was hard
to enjoy courses when it felt like everybody was paying thousands in tuition for a
slightly-improved version of [a massive open online course] rather than actual college,
and this feeling of being ripped off instigated a disdain for the institution as a whole since
we were all charged full-price tuition for all our courses taken during online-only
instruction.
Another student expressed dissatisfaction due to the lack of options of in-person classes after the
COVID-19 pandemic:
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Online classes have been a net negative for me personally. I gain a lot of value from
being in person, and I fully understood going virtual for COVID response. [The
university] ending COVID protocols but continuing to do a majority of coursework
online directly impacts my education negatively.
Several students also wrote that they were dissatisfied with additional fees for online courses.
One student wrote, “I really enjoyed online classes but I found it unfair that I had to pay extra for
online classes when I had no other options.” Another student shared this idea:
The only issue I have with online classes is that they are outrageously priced when the
overhead footprint of the cost of the classes is significantly less expensive to the institute
than in-person classes.
Learning Issues from Online Classes
Several students wrote about how online classes affected their learning. One student
commented, “I feel as though I learned significantly less in online classes than peers who took
the same class with the same professor in person.” Another student explained how learning was
more difficult in online classes:
The classes are easier but I feel like I haven’t learned more than I would’ve in an inperson class. There’s isolation with the students being in a fully online class. There’s
little to no interaction with the professors and students. . . . It’s about retention of the
course. If you asked me three things I’ve learned in my online courses in the last two
years, I wouldn’t be able to tell you. . . . I’m a social person but I’ve maybe made two
friends in two years from [the university].
Another student also commented on problems with retaining information: "Online classes are
great for when you are working and going to school like myself. However, I do not feel that I

147

retained half the information that I do when I am in an in-person classroom.” Another student
shared a similar perspective about the difficulty of learning online: “Online classes were the only
way to communicate socially with other individuals during the pandemic. It was a welcome
change but I feel that retention of material was poor.” Another student described social and
learning issues from taking online classes:
The two years of being online . . . were by far my hardest years of undergraduate. It was
really difficult to feel like I was even attending college for a lot of reasons. My senior
year has been the only year I've gotten to see my cohort and professors in person and I
wish we could have become friends sooner. Because online classes are easier to do
independent work in, most people don't reach out for help because they can just use the
internet. Online courses did not help my learning and I somewhat feel as though I haven't
learned much.
Several students commented on the self-learning nature of online classes. One student
wrote, “I am finding online classes to be more of learning on my own.” Another student noted
than an online class “mostly feels self-taught.” Another student expressed a similar point: “I
definitely felt isolated and pressured to kind of learn the material on my own.” Another student
described problems with the self-learning nature of the courses:
Isolation with online classes fell heavily upon me because teachers were expecting
students to know how to do everything on their own and it felt like there was no guidance
or support. Teachers would just read off the PowerPoint and then give us exams on things
that were never taught in class during online lecture.
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This student felt that online classes were very depersonalized and lacked a human connection:
“Although online classes are convenient, I feel as though I am teaching myself the material.
Most of the classes I have taken made me feel like a number instead of a student.”
A few students wrote about how they learn better when online classes include interaction.
One student wrote, “I personally prefer to work alone, but I have to admit that collaborating with
classmates does help increase my knowledge of the topic as my peers often interpret something
differently than me, which helps to broaden my understanding.” Another student lamented the
loss of interaction in online classes:
Learning should be collaborative and interactive. Asynchronous online classes are
isolating and lack the essential aspect of learning from fellow classmates and live
instruction. . . . Many universities have used the Covid-19 pandemic to eliminate the inperson component of learning. It's time to get back into an interactive teaching format.
Both students and faculty will benefit.
Summary of Open-Ended Responses
As these students’ responses illustrate, students’ experiences cover a wide spectrum from
students who loved online classes to those who hated them, from students who felt lonely and
isolated and wanted a sense of community to those who did not need it at all, and from students
who felt a sense of community online to those who never experienced it even once in their
classes online. The common themes emerged as a result of many students sharing the same
perspectives. These selected responses are not isolated cases but reflect comments and
experiences of many students.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter includes the results of the Sense of Community Survey, including the
number and type of participants; demographic information; supplemental information about
participants with regard to their online class experiences; analyses of the research questions
using the statistical methods of independent samples t tests, ANOVAs, and Pearson correlations;
an analysis of rank order items about how sense of community is created in online classes, and a
summary and categorization of students’ written responses to an opportunity to add comments
about sense of community in their online classes. The results showed statistically significant
differences for Research Questions 1, 2, 3, 6, and 7. The results for the other Research Questions
4 and 5 were not statistically significant. Research Question 8 provided a gateway for students to
offer their perspectives in more detail through written commentary, and this chapter provided a
summary of the main points from those comments. The following chapter will provide further
discussion, conclusions, and recommendations about this research on sense of community in
online classes.
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Chapter 5. Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Sense of community, a feeling of belonging and mattering and of having common goals
with members of the same group, can be created in online college classes, and many students,
although not all of them, value a sense of community and find it important. Sense of community
is also characterized by interaction, trust, and mutual support. Sense of community may not only
make students feel connected, but it is also associated with higher levels of satisfaction with the
course and increases in cognitive learning and may also alleviate students’ feelings of isolation
and loneliness which can lead to mental health concerns. Sense of community is therefore an
important area for research on how to understand and improve online learning, especially in a
time in history when more and more students are taking online classes.
Summary and Conclusions
The purpose of this research study was to determine if there are significant differences
between the perceptions of undergraduate and graduate students about the importance and
presence of sense of community in online classes and to examine the relationship between sense
of community and students’ satisfaction in online classes and between sense of community and
students’ perceptions of increases in their own cognitive learning in the course. Other areas of
interest were whether students’ undergraduate classification, gender, and format of the class as
synchronous, asynchronous, or a combination of synchronous and asynchronous elements
accounted for significant differences in students’ perceptions of the presence of sense of
community. Finally, in this research, I sought to explore students’ perspectives about how sense
of community can best be created in online classes.
This study provides evidence that (1) Graduate students in online classes perceive that
sense of community is important to a higher degree than undergraduate students; (2) Graduate
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students in online classes perceive the presence of sense of community to a higher degree than
undergraduate students; (3) There is a significant, strong positive correlation between online
students’ perceptions of the presence of sense of community in their classes and their satisfaction
with the classes; (4) There is a significant, strong positive correlation between online students’
perceptions of the presence of sense of community in their classes and their perceptions of
increases in their own cognitive learning in their online classes.
Other insights gained from the study are that (5) There were significant differences in the
perceptions of the presence of sense of community only between sophomores and graduate
students, juniors and graduate students, and seniors and graduate students. No significant
differences were found between freshmen and graduate students or between any of the
undergraduate pairwise comparisons by classification; (6) There were no significant differences
in the perceptions of the presence of sense of community based on gender or on the interaction
between gender and classification as undergraduate or graduate student; (7) There were no
significant differences in the perceptions of the presence of sense of community based on format
of the class as synchronous, asynchronous, or a combination of both synchronous and
asynchronous elements; (8) A rank ordering of the top five class activities and practices to create
a sense of community were, in order from top to bottom, feedback from the instructor,
introduction of classmates, synchronous video meetings (e.g., via Zoom) in large groups (five or
more students), instructors’ announcements, and email communication with the instructor;
(9) Open-ended responses described a range of experiences from students who can be divided
into three main groups: Those who did not want or need a sense of community in online classes,
those who felt isolated and did not experience it, and those who wanted it and did experience it.
Students also presented their opinions on the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of different class
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activities and practices and described their online experiences overall with some comments on
their satisfaction and learning. The five areas of focus in this study which provide interesting
insights were the importance of sense of community, the presence of sense of community,
students’ satisfaction levels with their online classes, students’ perceptions of increases in their
own cognitive learning, and students’ perceptions of the best ways to create a sense of
community in online classes.
The Importance of a Sense of Community
This study revealed that both undergraduate and graduate students perceive sense of
community to have some importance. The mean score for undergraduate students was 2.935 and
for graduate students was 3.361, and this difference in scores was shown to be statistically
significant. The findings are consistent with other studies that confirm the importance of a sense
of community in fulfilling individuals’ needs to belong and matter (Schlossberg, 1989), in
creating higher persistence levels, more motivation, and greater satisfaction (Rovai, 2002a), in
enhancing learning (Garrison et al., 2000; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Wenger, 2000), and in offsetting
feelings of loneliness and isolation (Hehir et al., 2021; Palloff & Pratt, 2007).
The result that graduate students attributed a higher degree of importance to sense of
community than undergraduate students is supported by other research which shows that
graduate programs are more likely to promote a sense of community through a more focused
program, smaller numbers of students, a greater chance of taking the same classes with other
students repeatedly, the need to connect with faculty and other students for graduate work, and
the existence of cohorts (Berry, 2019; Blankenship & Gibson, 2016; Byrd, 2016).
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Survey results also showed that college students have a range of perspectives on the
Importance of Sense of Community with individual scores on that dimension ranging from 1.0 to
5.0. The low scores on this range are consistent with other studies that show that many online
college students do not want or need a sense of community in their classes and do not find it
important (Drouin, 2008; Rath et al., 2019; Yuan & Kim, 2014; Xiaojing et al., 2007).
The importance of sense of community should also be evaluated in light of the students’
open-ended comments on the survey. Student responses could be grouped into three main
categories: (1) Students who did not want or need a sense of community for reasons such as they
were introverted; they preferred independent learning; they were busy with work commitments;
they had family commitments that overrode their need for community in online classes; or their
need for community was met elsewhere, such as through work or family; (2) Students who
described feeling lonely, alienated, isolated, and sometimes anxious or depressed. These students
wanted and would have benefitted from a sense of community online but never found it and
sometimes never even met a single other student in their programs; (3) Students who thought
sense of community was important and did feel its presence in their online classes, often because
of a high degree of instructor involvement, effective use of classroom activities and assignments,
participation in a cohort, or, most commonly, the involvement in a group chat outside of the class
through online social media such as GroupMe, Facebook, WhatsApp, or Discord.
The Presence of a Sense of Community
This study provides evidence that online students feel a presence of a sense of community
to some degree. The individual scores for the Presence dimension covered the entire range of 1.0
to 5.0, with an overall mean score for all participants of 3.082. Graduate students were found to
have significantly higher Presence scores of sense of community in their online classes than
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undergraduate students, and the difference in their mean scores was statistically significantly.
More specifically, the results also showed significant differences in Presence scores between
sophomores and graduates students, juniors and graduate students, and seniors and graduate
students. However, there was not a significant difference in the scores between graduate students
and freshmen. The result of graduate students having higher scores on the perception of the
presence of sense of community compared to undergraduate students is supported by other
studies which describe the more community-focused nature of graduate studies programs (Berry,
2019; Blankenship & Gibson, 2016; Byrd, 2016).
The findings also showed that there were no significant differences in the scores on the
presence of sense of community based on undergraduate classification. The expectation might
have been to see a higher degree of presence as students moved through the levels of
undergraduate study, but that was not proven to be the case.
Another interesting finding is that there were no significant differences in the mean
scores for the presence of sense of community based on gender or the interaction of gender and
classification as undergraduate or graduate student. Students who completed the survey were 206
males, 585 females, and 27 students who selected “other” or preferred not to say. This result is
supported by a study of classroom community by Rovai (2002b), who found no significant
difference by gender in an overall sense of community and a learning subscale. Rovai did point
out, however, that females in his study scored higher on an individual connectedness score than
males and that female communication patterns may account for that, with females tending to
have a voice that is more connected and interdependent compared to males with a more
autonomous and independent voice. Rovai suggested that this connected voice emphasizes
relationships and cooperation and may be more effective in building community. In contrast, a
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study by Jamison and Bolliger (2020) using an Online Student Connectedness Survey found that
the mean scores for connectedness were higher for men than for women. Shea et al. (2005) found
a weak association between female students and higher performance levels in online courses and
suggested that male students may need more support when creating an online learning
community. However, my study did not show any significant distinctions between males and
females with regards to their perception of the presence of sense of community.
One of the more surprising findings in my study was that there were no significant
differences in the presence of sense of community scores based on the type of class:
synchronous, asynchronous, or a combination of both synchronous and asynchronous elements.
My expectation was that synchronous classes or those with synchronous elements would create a
greater sense of community among students because students are meeting together at the same
time in real time even though the meeting may be in a virtual format. However, my study does
not support that belief and in fact shows that format does not account for differences in the
presence of sense of community. In their open-ended comments, some students reported feeling
isolated in synchronous classes, and others reported feeling isolated in asynchronous classes.
Other students commented that they never felt isolated in asynchronous classes and appreciated
the sessions when professors held synchronous meetings. The variability of students’ comments
shows the difficulty in generalizing that a certain format of class promotes a sense of community.
Finally, although students overall felt some presence of sense of community, as indicated
by the overall mean Presence score of 3.082, in the open-ended comments, many students
described their isolation, loneliness, and alienation. They described working alone in front of a
computer for hours at a time and having difficulty making contact with or meeting other people
in their classes. They mentioned how classmates and sometimes the instructors were slow to
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respond to emails or never responded and how it was a sad feeling when no one responded to
their discussion board posts. They described feeling like they had missed out on an essential part
of their college experience and lamented that they had not had opportunities to get to know their
classmates and professors better. Some students described feeling depressed or anxious as a
result of their isolation. Some described losing motivation and seeing their grades drop and their
attitudes toward school change from positive to negative. Many found difficulty trying to
connect with classmates during synchronous video meetings when all they could see was a
screen of black boxes. These feelings were prevalent among a large number of respondents and
account for some of the most disturbing and troubling findings. These results are also consistent
with other researchers who found that isolation in online classes is a serious issue (e.g., Kim et
al., 2016; Moore, 2014; Rath et al., 2019; Stone & Springer, 2019).
The Presence of Sense of Community and Satisfaction with the Class
This study also showed that there is a strong, positive relationship between students’
perceptions of the presence of sense of community and their satisfaction with the course. Several
other studies resulted in similar findings. For example, Xiaojing et al. (2007) found that positive
correlations existed between sense of belonging and learner engagement, feelings of learning,
and course satisfaction. Similarly, Swan (2002) found significant positive correlations between
perceived interaction with instructors and satisfaction and between perceived interaction with
peers and satisfaction. Palloff and Pratt (2007) noted that when an online class has a high degree
of interaction, there is more social presence which has correlated positively with students’
satisfaction levels.
In the open-ended comments about satisfaction, some students expressed a love and a
preference for online learning. The students who wanted and found a sense of community
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expressed that they enjoyed their online classes and liked that particular format. They found
instructors to be present, interactive, and caring and assignments and class activities to promote
connections and collaboration. They enjoyed the support students offered each other such as in a
class discussion, cohort, friendship with another student, or a group chat. Their academic, social
and emotional needs were met, and they described having very positive experiences.
Other students expressed the opposite view of strong dissatisfaction. Some of the reasons
for the dissatisfaction were that students were disappointed in their teachers; they felt the classes
cost too much; they felt like they had to teach themselves; they had difficulty connecting with
other students and their teachers; they had a lack of options; or they felt a lack of a sense of
community. Students’ negative opinions on specific online class activities and practices such as
synchronous video meetings, group projects, and discussion boards also accounted for some of
their dissatisfaction.
It must be acknowledged that satisfaction with a course may be based on many reasons
outside of sense of community such as presentation of the material, fairness of assessments,
effectiveness of assignments, interest level in the course content, and many other factors.
However, students who felt a stronger sense of community also tended to have higher levels of
satisfaction in the course. Satisfaction can affect motivation, learning, and success in the course
and can lead to higher retention rates (Jamison & Bolliger, 2020; Rovai, 2002b; Swan, 2002). If
students are happy in their classes, they are more likely to learn, continue their education, take
more classes, graduate, and become lifelong learners.
The Presence of Sense of Community and Perceptions of Increases in Cognitive Learning
My research also showed a strong, significant positive correlation between students’
perceptions of the presence of sense of community and their perceptions of increases in cognitive
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learning. This finding is consistent with theorists such as Vygotsky (1978) who posited that
learning takes place in social contexts and who follow a social constructivist point of view. My
finding is also supported by other studies. In the classroom context, some researchers claimed
that learning takes place as a result of interaction and participation from both instructors and
students (Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Shea et al., 2005; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009). A similar theory is
the Community of Inquiry proposed by Garrison et al. (2000) which illustrates that a
combination of social presence, teacher presence, and cognitive presence create the educational
experience which leads to greater increases in cognitive learning. Xiaojing et al. (2007) found
that positive correlations also existed between sense of belonging and learner engagement and
the feeling of learning, and Swan (2002) discovered significant positive correlations between
students’ interactions with the instructor and with classmates and higher levels of learning. Rovai
(2002a) stated that learning is enhanced through community participation.
In the present study, open-ended comments from students about learning showed that
students felt like they learned less in online classes compared to in-person classes and that they
did not retain the material as effectively. They also stated that the self-learning nature of online
classes did not suit many of them; however, other students thrived with that learning style.
Several students also thought that they learned more when there was more interaction in their
classes.
Students’ Perceptions of the Best Ways to Create a Sense of Community in Online Classes
The last research question on “What are students’ perceptions of how sense of
community is created in online classes?” was answered by both the rank-order item on the
survey and the open-ended comments from students. Of the 16 items on the rank-order options,
the results showed that the top response from students was “feedback from instructor.” The
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majority of students want to have regular communication with their instructor and can feel a
sense of community from this relationship alone. As some of the written comments pointed out,
that feedback should be substantive and timely because students who have to wait days and
weeks for a response begin to feel alienated and isolated. This result is supported by other studies
which showed that immediate and personalized feedback on assignments and timely responses to
emails and questions developed a strong sense of connectedness, and conversely, delayed
responses were key factors leading to dissatisfaction and disconnection (Hehir et al., 2021;
Jamison & Bolliger, 2020; LaBarbera, 2013).
The second top response, “introduction of classmates,” is a common practice in many
online classes and helps students to feel like they are not alone. Other research supports this
practice. For example, Palloff and Pratt (2007) placed special emphasis on introductions and
encouraged instructors to provide a model entry and respond to each student’s introduction to
make sure they feel acknowledged.
The third top response was “synchronous video meetings in large groups of five or more
students.” These video meetings, such as live lectures or discussions, would be led by the
instructor. Interestingly, in their written comments, students described a lot of issues with the
synchronous video format. Students stated that the majority of people in the meetings had their
cameras off and there was little interaction with the people behind the black boxes on the screen.
However, other students commented on the usefulness of the meetings in giving students a
chance to ask questions, seek clarifications, and hear their classmates’ perspectives.
The fourth top response was “instructors’ announcements” followed by the fifth top
response, which was “email communication with the instructor.” Both of these focus on the
instructor, and combined with the top answer of “feedback from the instructor,” and
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“synchronous video meetings,” four of the top five responses revolve around the instructor’s
role. This result is not surprising based on previous studies which emphasized the important role
of the instructor. The idea for the need for active teacher presence was supported by my research.
According to Garrison et al. (2000), an active teacher presence comes from both the design and
facilitation of the course. The more teachers interact with students, the greater the degree of
social and cognitive presence. Anderson et al. (2001) wrote that teachers should take an active
role in the learning community to keep students engaged by participating in discussion boards
and providing encouragement. Yuan and Kim (2014) also emphasized the need for teachers to be
active and to offer timely responses and emotional support. Karkar-Esperat (2018) provided
recommendations for online teachers about how to be more actively involved, timely with
feedback, and intentional in efforts to create an interactive learning environment. The openended comments from students in the present study also support the idea that the teacher is
central in fostering or hindering a sense of community. The results of my research also suggest
that sense of community can arise from a single relationship between the student and the teacher
and that students may not necessarily need to have a lot of interaction with classmates to feel
connected to the class as long as the teacher is providing a strong connection.
In analyzing the rank-order items, it is also important to consider the lowest-ranked
items. Last on the list was “reading instructor’s comments on a discussion board.” This may be
surprising since instructor involvement was rated so highly in other categories, but one possible
reason could be that, according to the open-ended comments, many instructors do not participate
in discussion boards, so the low rating could be based on an absence of this practice and not an
assessment of its lack of effectiveness. Second to the last is “asynchronous video lectures by the
instructor.” In the open-ended comments, several students complained about teachers who just
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posted a video or a PowerPoint, and although these materials may provide excellent content, they
were not cited as effective in creating a sense of community. The item third from the bottom was
“email communication with classmates.” Students did not comment on this item in the openresponse option, so it is not clear whether its inclusion toward the bottom of the list indicates
absence or ineffectiveness.
The other items that merit some commentary because they were the topic of many openended responses are discussion boards, group projects, and cohorts. The class activity of using
discussion boards was broken down into three different parts on the item list for the rankordering survey question: “reading classmates’ comments on a discussion board” (ranked
number 6), “posting comments on a discussion board” (ranked number 10), and “reading
instructor’s comments on a discussion board” (ranked number 15). In the open-response
comments, the perspectives on discussion boards varied, but the overriding theme was that many
students did not find discussion boards to be highly effective in creating a sense of community,
and they were not considered to be a preferred learning tool. Students stated that interactions on
a discussion board were minimal and not engaging, that most students completed the task just for
a grade, that many students did not reply unless required to do, that teachers rarely engaged in
discussion boards, and that they did not create a sense of community. These results are consistent
with other researchers who found that some students did not perceive discussion boards to be
good spaces for interaction and online participation (Chatterjee & Correia, 2020; Kebble, 2017).
A few students, however, spoke positively about them and did find them interactive and a good
tool for fostering a sense of community as well as a good way to learn.
Group projects ranked number 8 out of 16 based on my research. The open-ended
comments from students again revealed a spectrum of perspectives, with some students in favor
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of group projects and others opposed to them. The majority of written comments, however, were
negative. Students described them as being “a bad idea” or “an extra burden” with the workload
unevenly distributed among group members and some students doing the majority of the work
for which all students got equal credit. They also commented on scheduling difficulties which
can be challenging for an asynchronous online class. These students did not find group projects
to be an effective tool for creating a sense of community.
Being in a cohort was also a commonly-mentioned theme in the open-ended comments,
and almost all students spoke positively about cohorts. They described being in a cohort as one
of the primary ways they felt a sense of community. They mentioned the benefits of having the
same classes with the same classmates throughout their program and described the academic,
emotional, and social support provided by their cohorts. Several of them also stated that they had
opportunities to meet their cohort members in person, and those meetings helped them to feel a
stronger connection. Cohorts are often described as fostering more collaboration, support, better
communication skills, higher levels of critical thinking, and higher grades and retention rates
(Blankenship & Gibson, 2016).
One of the more significant findings from this section was the insight gained from the
write-in option of the survey for the rank-order question. Students could add a class activity or
practice that was not originally included in the list of 16 items. Over 40 students added that a
group chat, such as those established by social media including GroupMe, Facebook, WhatsApp,
or Discord, was a strong way of creating a sense of community. These groups typically exclude
the instructor and are established by students for the purpose of academic support as well as
socializing, commiserating, and maybe even complaining. The prevalence of so many students
adding this method of community development suggests that my survey should have included
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this option. The open-ended comments also included multiple responses about how an external
social media group was the key to creating a sense of community. Students commented on
feeling free to connect “without a filter” and to discuss topics that were both course-related and
non-course related. They stated that they felt supported and encouraged and could ask each other
questions and get quick responses. They became friends and described the group members as
“super helpful.” One student described the social media group as “the best community-builder”
for online students. This type of group, however, is formed because of the initiative of students
in the class and is not something that the teacher or the institution provide. Some faculty believe
that is the way that a sense of community should be developed—by students outside of class
(Berry, 2019).
Some of the other write-in options are worth mentioning. Another good suggestion was
the breakout rooms, which are a function of Zoom and other similar live video meeting
platforms. During the breakout rooms, smaller groups of students can discuss a concept,
problem, or idea and then be rejoined with the larger group after a set period of time. Several of
the suggestions also included some kind of in-person component, sometimes optional, to an
online class, including “meeting with the professor one-on-one,” “cohort weekends in person on
campus,” “strategic in-person class meetings,” and “being able to come to class even though it’s
online.”
In summary, the most prevalent ways that students believe a sense of community can be
created are through interactions with the instructor through feedback, synchronous video
meetings, instructor’s announcements, and email communication with the instructor.
Introductions of classmates is also a key element. The other effective ways to create a sense of
community in which there was a consensus are through cohorts created within their degree
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program, a strong connection with at least one other student, and chat groups established by the
students on external social media platforms.
Recommendations for Practice
These findings may be useful to educators and administrators who are seeking to improve
online education and to help students be more successful in college. Because many students
described negative effects of feeling isolated in online classes and expressed dissatisfaction with
their online experiences, educators and administrators should be proactive in making changes to
improve the quality of their online classes and programs and to help students feel more
connected through creating a sense of community. The following recommendations for practice
may improve the quality of online classes and the online students’ experiences:


Online instructors should be more aware of the varying expectations of students
regarding sense of community in online classes. Instructors and administrators need
to understand that students may feel very differently about the importance and need
for sense of community in online classes. Instructors may need to state their own
expectations of the format of the class regarding interactions, collaboration, and sense
of community, and they may also need to make adjustments based on students’
expectations, needs, and learning styles.



Online instructors of graduate courses should consider more ways to foster a sense of
community because the present study provides evidence that graduate students rate
the importance of sense of community in online classes higher than undergraduate
students.



Online instructors should give greater consideration to the needs of college students
who want interaction and community but who are forced to take online classes
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because there are no other options for their program or schedule or who had to take
online classes as a result of the pandemic or will have to due to some other future
crisis, whether related to health, the weather, gun violence, or some other unforeseen
threat. Instructors may need to create a stronger sense of community using some of
the suggestions that emerged from this study.


When designing a course or elements of a course, instructors or administrators should
further consider that the format of the class as synchronous, asynchronous, or a
combination of both did not show to have a significant effect on the creation of a
sense of community. If their intention is to add synchronous elements to increase a
sense of community, then they may be misguided in their assumption of the
association of synchronous meetings and a sense of community. The findings that an
asynchronous class can create as much of a sense of community as a synchronous
class shows that sense of community may not come simply from being in the same
virtual space at the same time but is created from other sources, activities, practices,
means of communication, and types of interaction.



When instructors and administrators are looking for ways to improve their programs,
they should further consider students’ satisfaction levels and keep in mind that a
sense of community showed a strong positive relationship with satisfaction with the
course.



Online instructors should strive to create a greater sense of community in online
classes to maximize learning and cognitive growth. When students feel they are
learning and growing, they are more likely to continue that path and not quit school.
Students who want a sense of community but do not find it may struggle to learn, and
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these are the students whose grades suffer, whose motivation drops, and who are
more likely to give up or drop out. Instructors and administrators concerned about
attrition and retention rates in online classes need to consider how sense of
community in online classes may affect those rates.


Online instructors must also continue to re-evaluate teaching practices by carefully
considering which class activities or tools are effective or ineffective in creating a
sense of community online. Instructors should demonstrate active involvement in
their classes because active instructor participation in the class has been shown to be
essential for students to feel a sense of community. Instructors should be mindful that
providing feedback was rated by students to be the most important way for students to
feel connected online. Instructors should also consider methods that students
expressed a great deal of dissatisfaction about such as discussion boards, group
projects, and sometimes synchronous video meetings.



Online instructors should also consider more ways to help students interact with at
least one other person in the class, as this research has shown that interaction with just
one or a few people can create feelings of community and that large-scale
connections are not necessary to foster this feeling of belonging.



Online instructors and program creators should consider setting up more cohorts
because they were shown to be an effective way to help students feel connected.



Online instructors should encourage students to form more external group chats
through a social media platform because these groups are shown to be a significant
way to create a sense of community and to lead to greater student success in the class.
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Administrators concerned with the mental health of college students should further
address the mental health issues of depression and anxiety that are often caused by the
isolation and loneliness that students feel in their online classes. Additional support
for these students may be needed. These are serious concerns which may also lead
students to be less successful academically or, in some cases, to drop out of class or
college completely.



Administrators creating course schedules should provide more options for students
who may not want to take online classes but have those as their only choice.



Administrators should keep class sizes small enough to make it easily manageable for
instructors and students to foster a sense of community because extremely large
online classes minimize the opportunities for individualized student-teacher
connections and for student-student interactions.



Because some online classes are designed to be self-paced and are set up for
independent learners, administrators should create ways to designate classes by their
structure, such as “online-independent” and “online-interactive” so that students
would have clear expectations for the class and could choose what type of experience
they would like to have. Certainly, there is a place for completely self-paced
independent online learning, but as the online format expands and becomes more
prevalent, instructors and administrators must also consider the needs of college
students who want interaction and community.



Administrators should reconsider the pricing structure because many students
expressed dissatisfaction for either paying more for online classes or paying the same
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as the cost for in-person classes when they felt like the overhead costs were lower and
in some cases, the quality of teaching was much poorer.


Administrators should establish more appropriate guidelines and standards for
teaching effectiveness and provide training and professional development to online
instructors to improve pedagogical methods which create a sense of community.

Recommendations for Further Research
The findings in the present study show that sense of community is an important factor in
online education for many students. Because of the expansive growth in the number of online
courses and programs being offered in colleges and universities across the country, the topic of a
sense of community in online classes merits more study. The following are recommendations for
further research:


Further research should be conducted on specific teaching tools and methods for
creating a sense of community, such as on group projects, discussion boards, and
synchronous video meetings and on the role of external social media platforms, such
as GroupMe, Facebook, WhatsApp, and Discord.



While this study focused on students at the university level, additional research
should focus on sense of community in online classes at the community college level.



Further research should be conducted on instructors’ perspectives on sense of
community in their online classes to provide important insights on this topic.



Research should be done to explore more deeply the lived experiences of students
who suffer from isolation in online classes or of students who have dropped out of
class or school because of feelings of isolation online to provide additional insights
about this issue and perhaps lead to ways to solve the problem.
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Similarly, a qualitative study of college students in online classes should be
conducted as an interesting way to explore themes about their experience in more
depth.



Additional research should be conducted on the relationship between students’ sense
of community in online classes and actual retention numbers. This research would
potentially yield interesting results related to problems of students dropping out of
online classes.



Finally, because both the structure and purpose of online classes differ extensively,
research on individual academic programs or online classes within specific
departments or colleges should be conducted. Sense of community can be created in
online classes, and when students feel its presence, the satisfaction and learning levels
of students may be higher; therefore, the overall recommendation is to further explore
the value and impact of sense of community to improve the quality of online
education.
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APPENDIX: Sense of Community Survey
Dear Student,
My name is Laura Higgs Kappel, and I am a doctoral student in Educational Leadership and
Policy Analysis at East Tennessee State University (ETSU). I invite you to participate in this
survey that is part of my doctoral research. The purpose of the survey is to understand students’
feelings of isolation and sense of community in online classes and how those feelings may relate
to satisfaction with the course and perception of cognitive learning. I greatly value your
participation and your perspectives.
To participate in this survey, you must be 18 years old and a currently-enrolled [Institution
Name] student or a recent graduate from [Institution Name] within the past six months. You
must also have completed at least one online class or be currently enrolled in an online class this
semester (Summer 2022). Classes which converted to an online format during the Spring 2020
semester can count as online classes. You must also be physically present in the United States.
This survey has 36 items and should take approximately fifteen minutes to complete. You will
respond as an anonymous participant. Your confidentiality will be protected as best I can.
However, no guarantees can be made about the possibility of data being intercepted over the
Internet by a third party. The survey is being administered using a software program called
Qualtrics, which provides security features including high-end firewall systems, regular scans to
identify vulnerabilities, Transport Layer Security encryption, and password protection.
This study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at East Tennessee
State University which oversees the rights and protections of research participants. Although
your rights and privacy will be maintained, the research records may be viewed by individuals
with the legal right to see that information, including the IRB at ETSU, other individuals at the
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University who are responsible for assuring that the rules related to the research are followed,
and the federal Office of Human Research Protections (OHRP). The data from this survey will
be shared with [Institution Name] administration but will not include any individually identifying
information and will not be connected to individual participants.
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may discontinue the survey at any
time without repercussion. You may also choose to skip any items. There are no direct benefits
for participation. Possible indirect benefits are improvements in online education. There are no
expected risks for participating in this research.
If you have any questions or concerns about this survey, you may contact me, Laura Higgs
Kappel, at kappel@etsu.edu. You may also contact the ETSU IRB at 423-439-6054 or email
irb@etsu.edu for any questions you may have about your rights as a research participant. Thank
you for considering this request to complete the survey and for your participation and honest
responses. If you consent to take the survey, please click the I AGREE link below and you will
be directed to the survey.
Sincerely,
Laura Higgs Kappel

By clicking the I AGREE link below, I am indicating that
• I have read the above information.
• I agree to volunteer.
• I am at least 18 years old.
• I am physically present in the United States.
• I am currently enrolled at [Institution Name] or recently graduated from [Institution Name]
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within the past six months.
• I have completed at least one online class or am currently enrolled in an online class.
o I AGREE
o I DO NOT AGREE
1. Are you at least 18 years old?
o
o

Yes
No

2. Are you a current university student or a recent college graduate (within 6 months of
graduating)?
o Yes
o No
3. How many online college classes have you taken, including this semester? (Note: Classes
during the Spring 2020 semester that began in person and converted to online DO count as online
classes for this survey.)
o
o
o
o
o
o

0
1-2
3-4
5-6
7-8
9 or more

4. What is your classification? (If you are a recent college graduate, what is your most recent
classification?)
o
o
o
o
o

Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Graduate Student

5. If you are an undergraduate student, what is your major?
6. If you are a graduate student, what is your graduate program?
7. Which gender do you identify as?
o Male
o Female
o Other or prefer not to say
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8. Are you a full-time or part-time student?
o Full-time
o Part-time
9. What is your age category?
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

18-20
21-25
26-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
Over 60

10. Which category or categories best describe you?
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

White
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latinx
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
Other
Prefer not to answer

For the following items, consider your online class experience in general if you have taken
multiple online classes. If you have completed only one online class, use that course as a
reference for your responses.
11. What format did the majority of your online classes use? If you cannot generalize, you may
choose to focus on one particular class.
o Synchronous (Class required students to attend class online at the same time.)
o Asynchronous (Class did not require students to attend class online at the same time.)
o Class with both synchronous and asynchronous elements
12. How many people were typically in your classes?
o
o
o
o
o

1-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51 or more

184

Please respond to the following items using this scale:
Strongly Disagree
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

Disagree

Neither Agree Nor Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

It is important for students to interact with each other in online classes.
Collaborative learning is important for me in my online classes.
I prefer to be an independent learner.
It is important for me to feel like I am part of a learning group.
I want to know my classmates in online classes.
I value a sense of community in online classes.
I felt isolated in my online classes.
I got to know other students in my online classes.
I felt a sense of community with my classmates in my online classes.
I had opportunities to interact or collaborate with my classmates in my online classes.
I felt an awareness of other classmates’ presence in my online classes.
I could turn to my online classmates for encouragement, support, or assistance.
My classmates were an important part of my learning in my online classes.
My interactions with my instructor made me feel a sense of community in my online
classes.
I am satisfied with my online classes.
I am satisfied with the teachers of my online classes.
My online classes were worthwhile to take.
I am satisfied with my grade in my online classes.
I learned something valuable in my online class.
My knowledge of the online class material has increased.
I achieved the learning goals of my online classes.
I grew intellectually as a result of taking my online classes.
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35. Rank the top five (1-5) following activities and practices in terms of which best create a
sense of community in your online classes.
Drag and drop the top five activities and practices
_____ Welcoming messages
_____ Introduction of classmates
_____ Instructors’ announcements
_____ Posting comments on a discussion board
_____ Reading classmates’ comments on a discussion board
_____ Reading instructor’s comments on a discussion board
_____ Synchronous video meetings (e.g., via Zoom) in large groups (5 or more students)
_____ Synchronous video meetings (e.g., via Zoom) in small groups (2-4 students)
_____ Asynchronous video lectures by the instructor
_____ Group projects
_____ Email communication with the instructor
_____ Email communication with classmates
_____ Feedback from instructor
_____ Design of the course
_____ Being in a cohort
_____ Other (please specify)

36. Please add any other comments on your experience of sense of community or isolation in
online classes.

Thank you for taking the Sense of Community Survey.
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